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Computer Power User ● Vista Service Pack 1

There may be a lot riding on Vista’s first
official update; find out how it measures
up this month in CPU. Also, find out
how you can make your own “Service
Pack” by adding third-party applications
to Vista and get a quick look at Windows
Server 2008.

First Glimpse ● DVRs & HDTVs

Rather than fumble around with VHS
tapes and VCR record menus, it’s quite
satisfying to instantly select and record
your favorite TV programming with a
DVR. In this issue of First Glimpse, we
take a look at the current DVR options
and accessories available, such as HD
DVRs, media center PCs, external hard
drives, and universal remote controls.

PC Today ● The Smartest Phones

Are you in the market for a new smart-
phone? Or are you just curious about
what the latest smartphones have to
offer? The June issue of PC Today will
help you make an intelligent purchase.

EDITOR’S NOTE

Lately, I’ve been testing one of Microsoft’s fancy new keyboard/mouse combos, the

Wireless Laser Desktop 7000. At $129.95, the combo is expensive, but Microsoft loaded

both devices with neat features. The keyboard, for example, has removable feet that lift

either the front or the back of the keyboard to suit your preference. The built-in wrist

rest is a nice touch, too, and the smoky gray exterior gives the keyboard an elegant

look—that is, when the keyboard isn’t covered by dust.

For all of its new features, the Desktop 7000 requires the same maintenance that a

$20 keyboard needs. I routinely wipe the keys with a cloth to remove each week’s layer

of dust, and I can already see debris building under the keys, which means I’ll probably

need to blast some air under the keys before I send the keyboard back. 

The keyboard isn’t the only dust magnet around here. My monitor, mouse, and desk

also require the occasional wipe-down, thanks to dust buildup. Dust inside the PC is an-

other problem: Because the computer constantly pulls air through its innards, plenty of

dust gets caught inside the computer. Of course, dust isn’t my computer’s only perfor-

mance drag. Digital clutter slows down Windows (or in the case of my messy Desktop,

slows me down).

Regular maintenance is the key to keeping a computer and its peripherals healthy.

And much of that maintenance involves cleaning, whether it’s dusting off a keyboard,

dislodging pet hair from computer fan blades, or organizing your digital files. This

month, we offer maintenance pointers that will improve your regular (or irregular—no

one’s judging) computer cleaning efforts. Your keyboard may not have an ergonomic

layout or fancy feet, but a good cleaning will certainly have it looking (and performing)

much better.

Joshua Gulick
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T E C H N O L O G Y N E W S &  N O T E S

Compiled by Christian Perry

Illustrated by Lori Garris

D E S K T O P S  &  L A P T O P S

Eee PC Takes A New, Curious Direction
Laptop users have more choices

than ever, thanks to devices
that are shrinking in size but re-
taining at least some of the horse-
power of their larger brethren. It’s
for this reason that Asus’ Eee PC
(eeepc.asus.com) met with success
upon its release last year, as it ap-
peared to hit the sweet spot for a
small, affordable device that de-
livers plenty of computing power.

Much of the Eee PC’s allure
comes from its simplicity. Asus
markets the Eee PC as a device that
has no technical manual and works 
directly out of the box. Further, it’s
compatible with a variety of life-
styles—particularly mobile-minded
ones, because the Eee PC uses a
solid-state drive that can withstand
shocks and helps to conserve power.
Of course, thanks to a form factor
that’s roughly half the size of a stan-
dard notebook, the Eee PC is pretty
darn portable.

Now, the Eee PC is moving in-
to new territory, but that move is
prompting some to question whether
Asus is pushing its luck. The 4GB
SSD (solid-state disk) version of the
Eee PC—the 4G—sells for about
$350, but now Asus is launching 
the Eee PC 900 in Linux and Win-
dows XP versions at a much higher
price: $549. 

So why the higher price tag?
Whereas the first-generation Eee
PC includes a 7-inch display with a
resolution of 800 x 480, the Eee PC
900 has an 8.9-inch display with a
1,024 x 600 resolution. Further-
more, most models of the original
Eee PC come with just 512MB of
DDR2 (double-data-rate 2) RAM,
but the new model increases that
amount to 1GB. The Eee PC 900

also includes a new multitouch
trackpad that allows two fingers to
be used simultaneously on the
trackpad to zoom in or out.

Also included is a 900MHz Intel
Celeron-M ULV (ultra-low voltage)
processor (this processor also ap-
pears in some versions of the first
Eee, but it runs at a lower megahertz
level) and a 1.3MP (megapixel) cam-
era, up from the 0.3MP camera in-
cluded with some versions of the
first Eee. Aside from those upgrades,
the 900 retains essentially the same
features of the first Eee iteration, in-
cluding three USB 2.0 ports, inte-
grated 802.11b/g wireless, MMC/SD
(MultiMedia Card/Secure Digital)

card reader, and a VGA (Video
Graphics Array) port.

Despite the still-small size, it’s un-
deniable that Asus is slowly pushing
the Eee PC into territory currently
occupied by larger notebooks, par-
ticularly when considering the larger
screen and more powerful compo-
nents. Tack on the larger price tag,
and the allure once boasted by the
Eee begins to wear away. While con-
sumers might be willing to shell out
a few hundred bucks for a small, rel-
atively underpowered device, the 
Eee PC 900 could have them seri-
ously considering larger, far more
powerful notebooks at roughly the
same price. ❙

The Eee PC is
taking a step
in a direction
that edges
the device
more closely
to the realm
of larger
notebook 
devices. 
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S T O R A G E

T E C H N E W S

The continuing evolution of processors tends to
spark impressive innovation in other com-

ponent areas, because no manufacturer
wants its technology to be a data bottle-
neck in new systems. As such, the
storage arena has made significant
progress in recent years, particu-
larly with solid-state drives, and
now IBM is pushing that tech-
nology even farther.

IBM has released details on a
solid-state storage technology
dubbed “racetrack,” named after
the technology’s penchant for
racing data around a “track.” This
technology could allow handheld
devices to store 100 times more data
than devices hold today, at a lower cost
and using less power. These drives would
also be much more reliable, because there are
no moving parts.

“It has been an exciting adventure to have been in-
volved with research into metal spintronics since

its inception almost 20 years ago with our
work on spin-valve structures,” says IBM

Fellow Stuart Parkin. “The combina-
tion of extraordinarily interesting

physics and spintronic materials
engineering, one atomic layer at a
time, continues to be highly chal-
lenging and very rewarding.”

That challenge is likely daunt-
ing for Parkin, as spintronics is a
sophisticated form of quantum

computing that relies on spinning
electrons to read and write data.

Although storing information in
magnetic domain walls has been re-

searched for almost 50 years, IBM claims
to have overcome obstacles of cost, com-

plexity, and power by blending spin-polarized
current with magnetization. ❙

D I S P L A Y S

IBM Races To Create Faster Storage

BenQ’s New Monitor Is The “Bomb”

Once upon a time, 22- and 24-inch LCD monitors were
rare in home computing environments, but now they’re

becoming commonplace as prices perpetually drop. But that
doesn’t mean you can no longer own a 24-inch model that
makes your neighbor’s jaw drop.

BenQ’s new V2400W ($499;
www.benq.com) is the “world’s
slimmest” 24-inch widescreen
LCD, according to the com-
pany, and it’s intended to tar-
get the “sophisticated, stylish
consumer.” To be certain, this
is no ordinary-looking mon-
itor, as BenQ used the asym-
metry and aerodynamic curves
of the B-2 stealth bomber as 
the design inspiration, which is
an overall effort the company
calls Kinergy Design. 

The V2400W is 2.44 inches at it thickest point, which
BenQ claims is 21% slimmer than the next-thinnest LCD
monitor. On the technical side, the monitor features a reso-
lution of 1,920 x 1,200 pixels, 4,000:1 contrast ratio, 2ms

(millisecond) response time,
160-degree viewing angle, and
full 1080p HD (high-defini-
tion) support. Also included
are five preset modes that help
to optimize viewing with one-
button touch; these include
Dynamic, Photo, Standard,
Movie, and sRGB. ❙

The new BenQ V2400W takes its 
design cues from the B-2 stealth
bomber, resulting in an LCD monitor
that’s not only visually innovative
but also very thin.
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Chip and component manufacturers are intimately
familiar with the three basic circuit ele-

ments—the resistor, capacitor, and in-
ductor. But thanks to a breakthrough
from HP Labs, they might now have to
familiarize themselves with a fourth
element: the “memristor,” or mem-
ory resistor. Using platinum nano-
wires and other components, the
memristor has properties that the
company says can’t be duplicated
by combining the other three cir-
cuit elements.

Existing in the past only as a
theory, the memristor appears to
have massive potential for future com-
puter technologies. According to HP, the
technology could lead to a new memory
type that would supplement and eventually 

replace DRAM (dynamic random-access memory).
Whereas DRAM modules don’t retain infor-

mation when they lose power (such as
when a PC is turned off), a memristor-

based computer could retain informa-
tion, even in the absence of power.

This would also lead to PCs that
have practically no bootup time,
because the PC wouldn’t need to
retrieve boot information from
the hard drive.

“To find something new and
yet so fundamental in the mature

field of electrical engineering is a
big surprise, and one that has sig-

nificant implications for the future 
of computer science,” says R. Stanley

Williams, a researcher at HP Labs’ Informa-
tion and Quantum Systems Lab. ❙

T E C H N E W S

P R I N T E R S  &  P E R I P H E R A L S

C P U s ,  C H I P S  &  C A R D S

Canon Takes Printing On A Road Trip

P rinting high-quality pictures and other content at home
is a given, but doing it on the road is a mixed bag be-

cause most mobile printers make substantial sacrifices to
accommodate a smaller product size. Canon has addressed
this challenge for years, and its latest mobile printer goes a
long way toward bridging the gap.

The Pixma iP100 Mobile Printer ($249.99; www.usa
.canon.com) boasts a color resolution of up to 9,600 x
2,400dpi (dots per inch) and a minimum one-picoliter
droplet size. The printer includes two black inks—a pig-
ment-based black for printing sharp text and a black for
printing photos. Canon also has increased the size of the
pigment-based black ink tank by 50%.

Auto Image Fix technology, which the company claims is
a Canon first in the mobile printer realm, automatically an-
alyzes and categorizes the scenes in photographs and then
optimizes printing for each scene in relation to the scene
type, such as Portrait, Scenery, Snapshot, or others.

The iP100 has print speeds of up to 20 pages per minute
for black and 14 pages per minute for color. It also can
print borderless photo prints in 4- x 6-, 4- x 8-, 5- x 7-, and

8- x 10-inch sizes, along with
letter size. Also included are a
PictBridge port and an IrDA
(Infrared Data Association)
port. Optional components 
include the $49.99 BU-30
Bluetooth Unit and the
$99.99 LK-62 lithium-
ion battery. ❙

Circuit Breakthrough Foreshadows PC Revolution

Mobile users haven’t
had many high-quality
printer choices in the
past, but Canon looks to
solve that dearth with
its new iP100 Mobile
Printer, which 
features high-
resolution 
performance.
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T E C H N E W S

I want to repartition my PC’s 
main hard drive, but Windows 
XP won’t let me.

If we all had crystal balls, we could
accurately partition hard drives when
we first install them so that they can
accommodate all of our future needs.
But because we don’t, the next best
solution is Gparted, which you can
download from gparted.sourceforge
.net. Burn the Gparted image to a
CD, boot directly to that CD, and re-
size your partitions.

My LCD monitor displays an 
image for only a few seconds 
after I turn it on, and then it 
goes black.

Check that the power cable is in-
serted firmly into both the monitor
and outlet. Also, check the monitor
cable on both ends (at the monitor
and the PC). If there are no apparent
cable problems, try shining a bright
flashlight at a sharp angle onto the
screen. If you can see an image, your
monitor’s backlight has likely failed.
You’ll need to contact the manufac-
turer for a replacement.

I haven’t used my printer in a while.
The ink cartridges are full, but
nothing will print.

Over time, when not used, car-
tridge (or printer) heads can dry out,
in turn preventing ink from flowing

to the printer. If the head is on the
cartridge itself, try placing the car-
tridge in a sealed plastic bag and
placing the bag in warm water. After
10 minutes, lightly wet the head,
wipe it clean, and try again.

I installed a new motherboard, but
the PC isn’t powering up at all.

Assuming all of your power ca-
bles are properly connected and
that the power supply unit isn’t
broken, check the setoff screws on
the motherboard. If one of them is
touching a part of the motherboard
that it shouldn’t, it can create an
electrical short that prevents the PC
from starting. ❙

D I G I T A L  M I S C E L L A N E A

This Disappearing Ink Is No Trick

When it comes to conserving environmental resources,
technology manufacturers are devising fascinating

methods to “go green.” The latest comes from Xerox,
whose scientists have invented reusable paper that holds
images lasting only a day before disappearing.

“Despite our reliance on computers to share and process
information, there is still a strong dependence on
the printed page for reading and absorbing
content,” says Paul Smith, manager of the
new materials design and synthesis lab
at Xerox Research Centre of Canada.
“Of course, we’d all like to use less
paper, but we know from talking
with customers that many people
still prefer to work with informa-
tion on paper. Self-erasing docu-
ments for short-term use offers the
best of both worlds.”

This new technology, which stems from a joint effort
between Xerox and PARC (Palo Alto Research Center),
uses compounds that change color when absorbing certain
wavelengths of lights but then gradually disappear.
Current iterations of the “erasable paper” are naturally

wiped clean in about 16 to 24 hours, or they can be in-
stantly erased when exposed to heat.

Of course, you won’t be able use this
erasable paper in your trusty inkjet

printer just yet. PARC scientists 
are currently conducting research

that will hopefully result in a 
device that can handle the pa-
per. Currently, a prototype de-
vice shoots wavelengths of 
light onto the paper using a
light bar. ❙

P R O B L E M - S O L V E R : T R O U B L E S H O O T I N G  T H E  N E W S
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T E C H N E W S

D U L Y Q U O T E D

Smartphone manufacturers pride
themselves on creating devices that

can do almost anything. But while
powerful smartphones have been on
the market for years, mobile TV is just
now catching on. Part of this increased
attention can be attributed to mobile
TV services themselves, but it appears
much of mobile TV’s recent surge
comes thanks to the Apple iPhone.

Earlier this year, a survey conducted
by M:Metrics revealed that iPhone users
watch mobile TV and other video more
than twice as much as other smart-
phone users (30.9% to 14.2%). How-
ever, that statistic is potentially mis-
leading, because the iPhone can display
only mobile TV content that’s already
been downloaded and transferred to the
iPhone, rather than TV broadcasts that
are delivered over the air.

For other smartphone users, fixed
video content is certainly not the only
choice. For example, Sprint’s MobiTV
service, which costs $9.99 monthly, of-
fers a wide range of programming from
a wealth of channels, including A&E,
Animal Planet, Bravo, CNET, C-Span,
Discovery, ESPN, Fox News, NBC, The
History Channel, The Weather Chan-
nel, TLC, and others.

Channel variety is the spice of mobile
TV life, but device compatibility is
equally important. MobiTV delivers in
this end, offering high and standard
frame rate services on many devices, in-
cluding the BlackBerry Pearl, Motorola
Q, Palm Treo, and other devices from

Mobile TV Is Alive & Well

C O N V E R G E N T  T E C H :  P D A s &  S M A R T P H O N E S

“The Internet has been operating now for 10 years.”
—Microsoft Chairman Bill Gates creates his own timeline for the Internet 

during a meeting with South Korean President Lee Myung-bak. 
The Internet as we know it commenced operation in 1983.

Source: Associated Press

LG, PPC, Samsung, Sanyo, Audiovox,
and Nokia. Subscribing to the service is
as simple as entering your mobile
phone number on the MobiTV Web
site (www.mobitv.com), which will
send you a link to download and con-
figure the service.

If you use Verizon, you could also be
watching mobile TV if you use a com-
patible device. The provider’s V CAST
service offers broadcasting from CBS,
Comedy Central, MTV, Nickelodeon,
and others and is available in a long 

list of cities. V CAST’s Select service
($25 per month; products.vzw.com)
includes 10 channels; parental con-
trol; and the V Pack, which supplies 
unlimited basic video clips, monthly 
access to Mobile Web 2.0, unlimited 
airtime, and unlimited email. The Ba-
sic service is $15 per month but charg-
es extra for the V Pack. Finally, the 
V CAST Mobile TV Limited package
costs $13 per month and includes only
Fox Mobile, NBC, NBC News, and 
CBS Mobile. ❙

If you have a compatible mobile device, it might be time to consider subscribing to
a mobile TV service such as MobiTV, which offers a large variety of channels at a
reasonable monthly cost.
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T E C H N E W S

News From The Help Desk
OOuurr  MMoosstt  CCoommmmoonn  TTeecchh  CCaallllss CCOOMMPPIILLEEDD BBYY SSEETTHH CCOOLLAANNEERR

Each month, we receive numerous technical support calls and
email messages. Some computer problems are fairly common,
and we find that many callers struggle to resolve the same issues.
In this article, we cover some of the most common or timely tech
support questions and provide our solution for each of them.

QQ HHooww  ddoo  II  ttuurrnn  ooffff  FFiilltteerrKKeeyyss??

AA FilterKeys is designed to help those with impaired
muscle control to navigate the computer. Essentially,

FilterKeys ignores especially brief or quickly repeated key-
strokes. This feature can help someone with shaky hands
type more clearly and avoid typographical errors; however,
for the average user, it may do just the opposite.

To turn FilterKeys on or off, click Start, Control Panel,
and Accessibility Options. Click Accessibility Options on the
next screen, which will open a dialog box. Click the Keyboard
tab and uncheck the Use FilterKeys box to turn it off.

If, however, you’d like to keep FilterKeys engaged but
wish to alter the settings, click Settings next to the
FilterKeys checkbox. From here, you can adjust the rate of
keystroke repetition you want Windows to ignore or the
length of time a key must be pressed before it registers as a
keystroke. Click OK to close the windows.   

Another more expedient way to turn FilterKeys on or off
is to hold down the right SHIFT key for eight seconds,
which will produce the Settings For FilterKeys dialog box.
However, this shortcut will only work if the Use Shortcut
box is checked under Settings For FilterKeys.

QQ II’’mm  ppllaannnniinngg  ttoo  ddiissccaarrdd  mmyy  oolldd  PPCC,,  bbuutt  bbeeffoorree  II  ddoo,,  II

wwaanntt  ttoo  eerraassee  aannyy  sseennssiittiivvee  ddaattaa  oonn  mmyy  hhaarrdd  ddrriivvee..  IIss

tthheerree  aa  pprrooggrraamm  tthhaatt  ccaann  ddoo  tthhiiss??

AA It’s hugely important to erase hard drives before you
sell, donate, or discard a computer; even if you’ve

deleted every file on the drive, an enterprising person with
minimal tools can retrieve that data. Aside from any per-
sonal photos or documents that you’d rather keep private, a
thief could dig up information such as Social Security,
credit card, and bank account numbers.

No file is ever permanently deleted from a hard drive.
Traces of every file always remain somewhere on the de-
vice; the best way to hide sensitive data is to overwrite it
with all zeros or random characters that make the traces
of your data indecipherable. Basically, these programs
will cover your data with enough gobbledygook to make
it unreadable to anyone. 

There are many programs available that will accomplish
this. Look for software that uses the seven-pass wipe, DoD
(Department of Defense)-approved 5220.22-M method,
such as Active Kill Disk (www.killdisk.com). A good, 
free open-source program is Darik’s Boot And Nuke
(dban.sourceforge.net).   

If you want to ensure that your old hard drive is still us-
able for someone else, a software disk cleaner is a wise in-
vestment. Of course, if you’re simply disposing of the device,
there are other, more physical methods of eliminating data.
You can try smashing the thing à la “Office Space,” although
that likely won’t finish the job—it will render the drive un-
usable in the usual sense, but a clever person could still re-
trieve data from it. Another more effective technique is to
open the hard drive case and drill holes in the metal platter
(where data is written). Although not 100% effective, this
means of destruction will prevent the vast majority of data
miners from being able to recover anything from the disk. 

The best way to finish the job is to recycle the old hard
drive. Beyond traditional recycling, many manufacturers
offer special electronics recycling. Call or email the device’s
manufacturer to inquire about a recycling program avail-
able to you. This is a great way for some companies to re-
claim the raw materials in electronic devices that would
otherwise just end up in landfills. And once a hard drive is
melted down into its raw materials, there is no technology
in the world that can retrieve that embarrassing picture of
you at the company Christmas party from it.

You can adjust the rate and repetition of keystroke recognition, 
as well as notifications for FilterKeys in the Settings For 
FilterKeys dialog box.
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T E C H N E W S

QQ TThheerree  aarree  aa  bbuunncchh  ooff  pprrooggrraammss  tthhaatt  aappppeeaarr  oonn  mmyy

TTaasskkbbaarr  eevveerryy  ttiimmee  II  ssttaarrtt  uupp  mmyy  ccoommppuutteerr..  SSoommee  ooff

tthheemm  II  ddoonn’’tt  wwaanntt,,  bbuutt  tthheerree  aarree  ootthheerrss  tthhaatt  II  ddoo  wwaanntt  tthhaatt

aarree  aabbsseenntt..  HHooww  ccaann  II  ccoonnttrrooll  wwhhiicchh  aapppplliiccaattiioonnss  llaauunncchh

wwhheenn  II  ssttaarrtt  uupp??

AAWhenever you start your computer, some programs
automatically run. They remain in the background so

that when you open them, they appear to launch quickly.
Although this may be a convenient way to save seconds

when opening your commonly used
applications, having multiple appli-
cations running—even in the back-
ground—can affect your computer’s
performance. This is not to mention
the unnecessary clutter of icons that
take up space on your Taskbar.

The simplest method of blocking
startup programs is to use Windows Defender. If you run
Windows Vista, Windows Defender will come as part of
the OS (operating system). If you have Windows XP, you
can download Windows Defender at tinyurl.com/2wsok6.

In Vista, click Start, All Programs, and Windows
Defender. When the window appears, click Tools and then
Software Explorer. On the left side of the window, there will
be a list of applications under Startup Programs and their
status. To block one of these programs, click the applica-
tion’s name and click either Remove or Disable. If you click
Remove, the application will no longer run on startup;
clicking Disable will simply prevent it from running, but it
will still be in the list. (That way, if you decide later on that
you want an application to run on startup, you can navigate
back to this window and enable it again.) Also, bear in
mind that removing an item from the list does not delete

FFeeaattuurree  PPaacckkaaggee  TTooppiiccss
Each Smart Computing issue includes tips, reviews, and in-

formation about a variety of topics. However, each issue

also has a featured group of articles about a selected topic.

Below is a list of the Feature Packages from the previous

year. As a Smart Computing subscriber, you have access to

all of our archived articles at www.smartcomputing.com.

JJuullyy  22000077:: Clean It Out, Speed It Up! 

AAuugguusstt  22000077:: Improve System Startup/Shutdown: 

Make Your PC Faster & More Stable

SSeepptteemmbbeerr  22000077:: What To Do About PC Errors & 

Error Messages

OOccttoobbeerr  22000077:: Build It Yourself: How To Create 

The Perfect PC

NNoovveemmbbeerr  22000077:: How To Edit, Protect & Restore 

Critical PC Settings

DDeecceemmbbeerr  22000077:: Laptops Take Over

Get It All: Power, Price & Portability

JJaannuuaarryy  22000088:: Time For A PC Tune-Up Improve 

Speed, Performance & Reliability

FFeebbrruuaarryy  22000088:: Get More Out Of Your PC: 

Here’s What You Can Do!

MMaarrcchh  22000088:: Solve Common PC Problems; 

Fix It Yourself Step-By-Step!

AApprriill  22000088:: The Perfect Home Network: 

A Step-By-Step Guide

MMaayy  22000088:: Protect Your PC & Your Privacy: 

Block Intruders & Malware

JJuunnee  22000088:: Go Wireless: Share Audio, 

Video & Data Without Cable Clutter

the program; it’s still available, and you can even create a
Desktop shortcut for it if you use it often. It simply prevents
a program from automatically running on startup. 

There are only a few programs that truly ought to launch
when you start your computer, and they include network
processes and security software. Many other autostart pro-
grams can be prevented from running at startup if you
wish. Be extremely careful when removing or disabling
startup programs, however; you don’t want to get rid of
something that’s necessary for the computer to run. A good
rule of thumb is to leave an application alone if you’re not
sure of its importance. 

If you want to keep some startup programs running but
want to hide the icons, you can do so by right-clicking the
system clock (at the bottom-right corner of your screen).
Click Properties, and if you’re running WinXP, click the
Taskbar tab. (In Vista, click the Notification Area tab.) Be
sure the Hide Inactive Icons box is checked and click
Customize. Click an item in the list under Behavior and se-
lect Always Hide (or Hide in Vista). Do this for each item
you want to hide at all times. ❙❙

Having too many
open applications 
in the Taskbar can
slow your compu-
ter’s performance.

With Windows Defender, you can block or unblock programs from 
automatically running when you start your computer.

Smart Computing / July 2008 13



How many times have you seen
the “Check Engine” light on your
car’s dashboard and worried what it
meant? Should you pull over? Call a
tow truck? Drive straight to the me-
chanic? Maybe it’s just a loose gas
cap. Thanks to the revolutionary
CarMD handheld device, now virtu-
ally everyone who owns a vehicle can
quickly and easily solve automotive
repair mysteries—right from home. 

How It Works

When your car’s “Check Engine”
light appears, plug the CarMD hand-
held device into your vehicle’s Data
Link Connector. (You can find the
connector under the dashboard on
all 1996 and newer vehicles.)

Within a few seconds, CarMD’s
built-in LEDs let you know whether
you can resume driving (Green = OK;
yellow = possible problem; red = ser-
vice required).

To learn more about your car’s
problem, connect CarMD to your PC
using the included software and USB
cable. CarMD customers gain free ac-
cess to an extensive online database
(www.carmd.com) that helps diagnose
the cause and estimate repair costs to
help you save time and money and
keep your mechanic honest.  

Features & Benefits

• CarMD works on 1996 and newer

OBD2 cars, light trucks, SUVs, and

minivans—foreign and domestic.

• The CarMD handheld device helps

buyers identify lemons at used car

sales lots.

• Lifetime software updates keep your

CarMD device up to speed on car

trouble codes.

• CarMD includes toll-free access to

ASE Certified Techs.

• Now includes a storage pouch!

• Plus, Smart Computing readers get

$10 off when you purchase online at

www.CarMD.com using promo 

code: SmartJuly.  

CarMD Handheld Automotive Device & Software Kit ••  $89.99 ••  www.carmd.com

Solve “Check Engine” Problems Like A Pro
CarMD Helps You Diagnose Car Trouble From Home Or On The Road

SMART SOLUTIONS
Advertisement
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What is Ahsay Backup Software
Service Provider Edition? An easy,
secure, and brandable backup soft-
ware that enables you to start a prof-
itable online backup business. Ahsay
is the leader in online backup soft-
ware that allows you to fully brand
the software into your own label
while enabling total data protection
and disaster recovery solutions for
your customers. Peak Backup is an
Ahsay Reseller and has helped com-
panies since 2004 with purchasing
Ahsay software and providing startup
support to include: data center stor-
age hosting, website design, and
Ahsay API integration.

How It Works
• Purchase Ahsay software from Peak

Backup

• Install on a main server

• Customize installers and reports to

your company name

• Install client software on thousands

of computers

• Bill your clients using Ahsay’s

billing module or API

Features & Benefits

• Simple and secure

• Incremental backup

• Continuous data protec-

tion

• OS support: Windows, Linux, Mac,

NetWare, and NAS devices

• Database support: Microsoft

Exchange Server and SQL Server,

Lotus Notes/Domino, Oracle, and

MySQL

SMART SOLUTIONS
Advertisement

Ahsay Backup Software Service Provider Edition ••  Starts At $1,188 ••  www.peakbackup.com/tryahsay 

Start An Online Backup Service Business
Ahsay Is The Key To Profitability

Smart Computing / July 2008 15



A fter my wonderful, decadent home the-
ater romp, detailed in last month’s

issue, I still seem to have audio and video
on my mind. Two cases in point. 

Genius GHP-05 Live

The trouble with most headphones is
that they really don’t have enough oomph
in the bass department. Love the trend or
hate it ,  today’s popular music really
makes use of bass to help you get your
groove on (and, unfortunately, rattle your
windows as a “boom car” drives by so
slowly, it’s almost loitering). Likewise,
movies punctuate the falling down and
blowing up of large objects with chest-
buzzing bass, thanks to your home theater
system’s subwoofer. 

It’s true that it’s physically difficult to re-
produce very low frequencies with speakers
small enough to fit in earcup-style head-
phones (let alone earbuds), but Genius
pulls it off with its GHP-05 Live. These 
inexpensive headphones are nice and com-
fortable, thanks to their thick, velvet- 
covered pads. The headset has a lengthy
cord, plus an extension cable. Genius
thoughtfully included detents and marks in
the headstrap band, so it’s easy to return it
to your favorite settings if the adjustment

gets off-kilter. 
The GHP-05 Live ’phones sound re-

ally good when their batteries are fresh.
Their DRD True3D Sound processing
and respectable speakers do an ad-
mirable job of pumping out deep
bass, right-next-to-you midrange
sound, and clean treble. The re-
markable thing is that the GHP-05
Live’s emphasized bass doesn’t seem
out of place. It doesn’t walk all over
the mids and highs; in fact, no part

of the songs and movies I listened to
seemed too loud, too soft, or muddled. 

On the downside, it only took about
eight to 10 hours for fresh batteries to wear

down enough to give the audio a buzzy
edge (this happened to me several times).
Also, if you carry these ’phones in a bag or
a backpack, their pushbutton power switch
can accidentally turn on. And if the two
AAA batteries wear down, you won’t be
able to hear a thing through the head-
phones. If you plan to use the GHP-05 Live
every day, better invest in some batteries
you can recharge overnight.

Samsung TruDirect 20X

I got a lot of mail after I reviewed Sony’s
DVDirect in these pages. It seems that Smart
Computing readers are keen on devices that
make it easier to turn camcorder footage
into DVDs. Come to think of it, so am I. 

This USB 2.0 external drive from Sam-
sung is a full-featured DVD burner. It’s
compatible with Windows 2000/XP/Vista
and all types of DVDs and CDs. 

The key part of the package is Tru-
Direct, which is included software that
can turn incoming video directly into
DVDs in real  t ime.  That is ,  when it
works. TruDirect generated frequent and
varied errors for me in both WinXP and
Vista. Some of the errors only showed up
after transferring an hour’s worth of
video, wasting that much of my time here
on earth.

Forget the version 1.0 on the included
CD—download the latest version of Tru-
Direct from the Software Download page
of www.samsungodd.com/eng. After you
connect the drive to your computer, install
TruDirect. After a reboot or two, connect
your camcorder to your PC. 

TruDirect has a simple but decent DVD
menu maker. It also can make movie discs
using existing video clips on your hard
drive, as well as slideshow DVDs using
photo files. The latter are extremely basic,
as TruDirect won’t let you choose your
photo order, let alone add background
music or transitions. 

With a bit more debugging from Sam-
sung, TruDirect could make this drive a
compelling buy. The drive does also come
with Nero Express 7 and other applications,
which make up for the things TruDirect
lacks. Then again, so does almost any $35
internal DVD burner. ❙❙

Straight To DVD
& Headphones With Real Bass

Send your comments to
marty@smartcomputing.com

SSEE--SS220044SS  TTrruuDDiirreecctt  2200XX

$159.99

Samsung

(800) 726-7864

www.samsungodd.com

MMaarrttyy  SSeemmss

TECH DIARIES

GGHHPP--0055  LLiivvee  

$49.99 

Genius

(800) 756-4115

www.geniusnet.com
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H ere’s my personal recipe for disaster:
Mix equal parts 30GB video iPod,

teenaged boy, towering skateboard ramp,
and out-of-date iPod warranty. Blend, pour

in a glass, and you end up
with a bitter-tasting concoc-
tion that offers seemingly
no hope of ever listening to
a song or watching a movie
on said iPod again, due to a
shattered LCD screen, a
bent back panel, and a man-
gled hard drive. 

Perhaps you and your
iPod are in a similar, er, fix
(no pun intended).

Hopefully, your iPod-related woes don’t
stem from a butterfingered teenager lacking
certain “what would happen if . . . ?”
problem-solving skills, but your out-of-
warranty iPod could just as easily be down
and out due to being the victim of a nasty
drop down a flight of stairs, an unfortunate
tumble through a washing machine’s spin
cycle, or a hit-and-rollover encounter with
a car tire. What to do? One option is to cut
your losses, toss the player, and lament the
tragic passing of a dear musical friend. A
second option is to give Rapid Repair a call.
I’m thinking after you witness how the
company can bring a seemingly dead iPod
back to life, you’ll prefer the latter option
considerably better. 

Previously known as iPodMods, Rapid
Repair underwent a name change in April
2007 after the company branched out from
primarily performing screen modifications
on iPods to performing all types of repairs
to all types of mobile electronic devices, in-
cluding all iPod models, the iPhone,
Microsoft Zunes, game consoles, and var-
ious cell phones and PDAs. Today, Rapid
Repair applies its expertise to hard drive-
related snafus, damage related to exposure
to liquid, cracked and shattered screens,
battery replacements, audio-related prob-
lems, scratch removals, and data recovery.

Additionally, the company sells a very cool
clear iVue Crystal Clear Pane case ($29.99)
that protects the iPod but leaves its innards
viewable and 100GB hard drive replace-
ments ($229.99) for owners of 30, 60, or
80GB video iPod models who want to up-
grade their player’s storage. 

Rapid Repair says 85% of the repairs it
performs cost less than $90, with screen re-
placements (typically $50 to $100) and bat-
tery replacements constituting a majority of
the Kalamazoo, Mich.-based company’s re-
pairs. Using Rapid Repair, meanwhile,
couldn’t be much easier, and the company
goes a long way to keep all the decision-
making in the hands of the owner. In the
case of my wounded iPod, for example, I
started the repair process by filling out an
online request for Rapid Repair’s techni-
cians to perform a free diagnostic test on
the player. I had to supply a credit card
number, which covered the return shipping
cost ($9.99) for my iPod. 

After notifying me via email that it had
received my iPod March 18, Rapid Repair
gave me a repair quote the next day. Rapid
Repair says it returns quotes in one to two
days. The company both emailed me a
quote and called me directly to cite my
iPod’s damages. Before a tech carries out
any repairs, you must give your approval. If
you give the go-ahead, your credit card is
billed for repairs. If you decide the repairs
aren’t worth the quoted cost, the company
typically offers to buy your iPod from you
if there are parts worth salvaging and then
scraps the parts. Otherwise, Rapid Repair
sends your iPod back to you. Following my
approval for repairs to my iPod (a 90-day
warranty is included), Rapid Repair had it
back in my hands within days. In addition
to fixing the cited problems, the technicians
included a new battery with an 18-month
estimated lifespan (500-charge cycle),
which greatly surpassed the life that the
original battery had remaining. 

Prior to Rapid Repair’s resuscitation ef-
forts, my iPod was headed to that big elec-
tronic recycling plant in the sky. Post Rapid
Repair’s healing ways, my iPod is flying
high again. And by flying I mean playing
music and movies. Never will it come
within spitting distance of a skateboard
ramp again. ❙❙

Down But Not Out
Rapid Repair Rescues iPods In Despair

Send your comments to
blaine@smartcomputing.com

iiVVuuee  CClleeaarr  PPaanneell  

ffoorr  vviiddeeoo  iiPPoodd

$29.99

RRaappiidd  RReeppaaiirr  SSeerrvviicceess

Prices Vary

Rapid Repair

(888) 763-6637

www.rapidrepair.com

BBllaaiinnee  FFllaammiigg

TECH DIARIES
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T his would have been a very short
column if I’d followed my own advice

(and that of nearly everyone with any
knowledge of PCs) and backed up the
hard drive on my home computer. It
would have gone something like this:
Hooked up external hard drive and
backed up info; data secure. Instead, I
have a story to tell. 

As is typically the case, I knew what I
was supposed to do, but I gambled that
nothing would go wrong. I ran tools and

util it ies to perform routine
maintenance on my com-
puter,  made sure the OS
(operating system) had its
most recent updates, and
kept the antivirus and anti-
spyware up-to-date and
running. What I didn’t do
was back up my data . . .
any of it. 

Knowing the potential
consequences of an unpro-
tected crash doesn’t cush-
ion the blow when the
system suddenly fails.
Initially, I wasn’t alarmed
when my son Colin told
me that the computer
would not boot. He’d

turned it off, so I turned it
back on, but then I was shocked to see the
blue screen with the message and code
saying the OS couldn’t load. 

Smart Computing Tech Support

When I looked up the error code, I was
disheartened to see that it usually indicates
a hard drive failure. I told Jim O., one of
Smart Computing’s tech gurus who works
telephone tech support here, about the
message, and he agreed the error indicated
my hard drive was failing. He thought,
however, that he could run the Check Disk
utility and buy some time so I could back

up all of the priceless family photos and
recipes, contact info, and financial data I’d
stupidly left so vulnerable. 

Because my computer couldn’t load the
OS, Jim ran the utility from the Windows
XP installation disc after going into the
BIOS(Basic Input/Output System) and
changing the boot priority (so the com-
puter booted from the disc in the CD-ROM
drive). After restarting, Jim pressed R to re-
pair using the Recovery Console, and at the
command prompt, he typed chkdsk /r.

It usually takes about 40 minutes to run,
depending on how many bad sectors the
utility encounters. It took just over an hour
to run on my system, and several times, it
appeared to be hung up and not doing any-
thing. In all, the tool found and repaired
several bad sectors, and, thankfully, after
that my computer booted. 

Backup Complete

Prior to attempting the repair, I’d
bought a Maxtor OneTouch 4 Plus, an ex-
ternal 500GB hard drive ($219.99; www
.maxtorsolutions.com). It uses a USB 2.0
connection (or FireWire), so setup was
quick and easy. And so was the backup,
which I quickly performed after the com-
puter booted normally. 

I loaded the software, and it prompted
me through the backup. I backed up only
important information because I can al-
ways reinstall applications, but I can’t
ever replace the many photos that used to
exist solely on my faulty hard drive. And
with 500GB, I can store roughly 160,000
high-resolution photographs before
maxing out the capacity of the new ex-
ternal drive!

Jim says, “I always tell our readers who
call in for tech support that there are pro-
grams that image your entire drive, but if
an error or virus is causing trouble, the
image could contain it. It’s best to do
what you’ve done and buy an external
hard drive and back up your files when-
ever you make significant changes. I al-
ways recommend keeping a backup of
your address book, important documents,
and photos.”

My story had a happy ending, but I was
lucky. Next time, I prefer to be ready. ❙❙

Back Up Or Lose It
A Cautionary Tale

Send your comments to
kathryn@smartcomputing.com

OOnneeTToouucchh  44  PPlluuss

$219.99

Maxtor (Seagate)

(800) 732-4283

(405) 324-4700

www.maxtorsolutions.com

KKaatthhrryynn  DDoollaann

TECH DIARIES
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I haven’t gotten lost in the past two months
(that might be a record for me), thanks to

the snazzy GPS devices I’ve been testing.
Both units have the bells and whistles I 
expect to see in such high-end navigation
systems, such as TTS (text-to-speech) di-
rections, a feature that enables the device to
provide street names when giving audible
instructions. (Rather than, “Turn left,” the
voice says, “Turn left on 12th Street.”) Both
of these GPS units are noteworthy, but each
will appeal to different drivers.

Maestro 4250

Magellan’s new widescreen GPS device is
a road warrior’s best friend. It has features
that help you navigate complicated intersec-
tions and a control system that helps you
keep your hands where they belong (on the
steering wheel). I like that the unit boots up
quickly; it’s ready for action almost as soon
as you power it on. GPS units typically chew
up several seconds when powering on.

The turn diagrams are particularly helpful.
The Maestro 4250 takes full advantage of its
spacious 4.3-inch screen by briefly displaying
a diagram of an upcoming turn on the left
side of the screen. It’s a large, eye-catching
image that lets you evaluate the turn in a
quick glance. This feature helped me navi-
gate several tricky intersections in which I
angled slightly or sharply, rather than
making a standard 90-degree turn.

Another neat feature is the Maestro 4250’s
support for voice commands. To activate this
feature, I simply say “Magellan,” at which
point the unit’s voice replies, “Say a com-
mand” and displays several command possi-
bilities, such as Go Home and (my favorite)
Where Am I? Kudos to Magellan for imple-
menting voice commands—it dramatically
reduces the temptation to touch the screen
while driving. I also like the Maestro 4250’s
built-in Bluetooth functionality, which let
me make (and take) hands-free calls via my
Bluetooth-enabled mobile phone. 

nüvi 360

If electronics could have personality traits,
Garmin’s diminutive nüvi 360 would be one
fun-loving device. The nüvi 360 has a built-
in MP3 player (it pauses the music to give di-
rections), customizable car icons, and
support for digital pictures. And as with the
Maestro 4250, the nüvi 360 supports connec-
tions to Bluetooth-enabled mobile phones.

The nüvi 360 offers some great conve-
nience-oriented features. Both it and the
Maestro are small devices, but the nüvi 360
is particularly pocketable, even when I
slide the unit into the included protective
case. That’s important, as I don’t feel com-
fortable leaving the GPS device on my
dashboard when I park. Thanks to its small
size, I can drop it into my pocket and
forget about it. 

Another convenience: The windshield
mount has a port for the car charger. Because
the car charger plugs in to the mount, I
simply pop the nüvi 360 onto the mount to
connect the device to the car’s power. When
I’m ready to leave the car, I push a button
and pop the nüvi 360 off the mount. That’s a
much faster process than plugging the power
cord directly into the nüvi 360. The Maestro
4250’s mount doesn’t include this feature.  

Your Other Right

It’s worth noting that GPS devices and hu-
mans don’t always see the world the same
way. My route to work involves a compli-
cated intersection. The nüvi 360’s voice in-
structs me to bear right, when, from my
perspective, I’m bearing slightly left. The
Maestro 4250 instructs me to the left. Both
devices correctly name the street I enter be-
yond the intersection. The moral of the
story? When in doubt, glance at the screen:
Both devices displayed the correct route.

GPS For Less

Don’t despair if these GPS devices fall out-
side your budget. Both units are available for
less than their suggested retail prices. If you
shop around (check online resellers, as well
as your local favorites), you’ll find deals that
may just put one of these time-saving won-
ders on your windshield. ❙❙

Take It To Go
GPS Devices Keep You On Track

Send your comments to
joshua@smartcomputing.com

MMaaeessttrroo  44225500

$499.99 

Magellan

(800) 707-9971

www.magellangps.com 

nnüüvvii  336600

$386.67

Garmin

(800) 800-1020

www.garmin.com

JJoosshhuuaa  GGuulliicckk
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Laser Printers 
Under $200

P rinters come in all shapes and sizes, and
for all manner of settings and work-

loads. There are tiny portable printers for
photos; massive, beastly machines for
printing large formats in color; and every-
thing in between. But the printer that 
is likely closest to the hearts of small of-
fice/home office users is one that is inex-
pensive, fast, and produces high-quality
prints. Or, to put it in more precise
terms, a laser printer that costs less
than $200. 

Aside from the improvement in
quality over their inkjet counterparts,
laser printers have ink cartridges that
last significantly longer, making them
ideal for environments with heavy use.
For example, a doctor’s office that has to
print records and receipts all day needs a
reliable machine that won’t need a car-
tridge change more than once a month.
Even in your home, where there is less
print traffic, it’s nice to be able to forget
about ink cartridges for months at a time.

Finding a black-and-white laser printer
that doesn’t break the bank yet yields high-
quality text and graphical prints is a must for
many home or small office users; we’ve dug
up four printers that fill the bill.

HHPP  PP11550055

The P1505 is, to put it bluntly, loud—
loud enough to turn heads in an office set-
ting while printing, at least. Although it
idles as quietly as any machine can, when it
starts printing, the P1505 belts out sounds
that people in the back of a theater could
hear, and it may very well be a distraction
in a small office setting. 

Why didn’t HP make it a little quieter?
Probably because it was busy giving it light-
ning-fast speed. This printer performed ex-
ceedingly well when printing a 10-page
document (31 seconds). If you’re printing a

one-page text document, it’ll appear in less
time than it takes to have a hearty swig of
coffee or take a bite of muffin.

A couple of other knocks on the P1505
are that it has no network capability, it only
has 2MB of RAM, and it’s also a pain to in-
stall. (We had to completely uninstall the
software and reinstall it a couple of times to
get the printer to work properly.) Of course,
if you don’t need to use your printer on a
network, the former complaint is nullified.

Those few negatives are ones you can
quickly ignore if your primary criterion
for a laser printer is print quality; the
P1505 produced exceptionally rich, deep
blacks in graphics and crisp text even in an
8-point font.  

Although the P1505 produces prints in
600 x 600dpi, the FastRes 1200 function
gives it an effective output quality of
1,200dpi. It can also handle legal-sized
paper and can print on a variety of media,
including envelopes and postcards. 

If you can deal with the noise and don’t
need a network-capable printer, the HP
P1505’s impressive speed and superb print
quality make it an ideal laser printer for
your home or small office. 

XXeerrooxx  PPhhaasseerr  33112244

The Phaser 3124 is an all-around good
machine. While it doesn’t have any features
that make it stand out in a crowd, it quietly
does everything it’s supposed to do very
well. There is little to say against it. It
doesn’t have any network capability, which
may be a big concern for some users, but

HHeeaadd--TToo--HHeeaadd
LASER PRINTERS

Before you buy a printer (or

any hardware, for that matter),

check to be sure that it’s 

compatible with your 

computer’s OS (operating

system). A product that isn’t

compatible with Windows

Vista, for example, is probably

outdated and likely has been

replaced by a newer version in

a company’s product line. And

on occasion, a product will not

run on Mac or Linux machines. 

B U Y I N G T I P S

HHPP  PP11550055
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PPppmm ....................................24ppm

IImmaaggee  qquuaalliittyy ....600 x 600dpi

MMeemmoorryy..................................2MB 

PPaappeerr  ccaappaacciittyy........250 sheets

DDuuttyy  ccyyccllee........................................

8,000 pages per month

OOSS ......Win2000/Server 2003/

XP/Vista and Mac
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Printer Information
Contact 

Price Company Information URL Notable Features

LaserJet $199.99 HP (888) 999-4747 www.hp.com
P1505

Phaser 3124 $179 Xerox (800) 835-6100 www.xerox.com

ML-2571N $159.99 Samsung (800) 726-7864 www.samsung.com

HL-2170W $149.99 Brother (877) 276-8437 www.brother-usa.com

• Fastest print time among the printers
we tested, by a long shot

• Deep, rich blacks and crisp text

• Can print multiple pages (up to 16) on
one sheet

• Solid quality all around

• Wired network capabilities
• Supports a large number of 

operating systems

• Impressive bevy of wired and wireless
networking capabilities

• Small form factor makes it unobtrusive

otherwise it holds its own when compared
to other machines.

It’s not blazingly fast, but it’s still awfully
quick. The Phaser 3124 cranked out a 10-
page test document in 36 seconds. 

The print quality isn’t especially impres-
sive, but it still sports deeper blacks than
some of the other machines, produces nice
grayscale images, and makes eminently

readable text prints even at small sizes.
There is nothing in terms of print quality to
complain about. 

In addition to being able to print on a
splendid variety of media, including en-
velopes, labels, transparencies, and card-
stock, the Phaser 3124 can make manual
double-sided prints on all supported paper
sizes, up to 8.5 x 14 inches. A couple of
unique features of this printer include N-
Up printing, which allows you to print up

to 16 pages on a single sheet, and the ability
to create watermarks. It also has an impres-
sive duty cycle of 20,000 pages per month. 

The Phaser 3124 is a workhorse printer
that produces quality results in every area;
even installation was quick and tear-free. It
may not be sexy, but it’ll get the work done
and do a fine job. Although some users
may want to opt for a pricier Xerox
product to acquire network capability, this
machine can do everything else. 

SSaammssuunngg  MMLL--22557711NN

The Samsung ML-2571N is much
like the Xerox Phaser 3124—in fact,
they come in identical form factors—
but the ML-2571 also has wired net-
work capabilities. However, the
ML-2571N has a few shortcomings;
although text prints are good, graph-
ical prints leave something to be de-
sired. Though not especially fast, it still
sports decent speed—38 seconds for a

10-page document.   
Shortcomings notwithstanding, the ML-

2517N boasts some impressive features. It
supports a number of OSes (operating sys-
tems), including every Windows OS since
Windows 98, Windows Server 2003, several
Linux OSes, and Mac OS 8 through OS X.
It can print on transparencies, labels, post-
cards, and envelopes, and it supports
manual duplex printing. The ML-2571N
also has a burly 32MB of RAM. 

Like the Phaser 3124, the ML-2571N is 
a solid printer with enough options to 

Reviews

XXeerrooxx  PPhhaasseerr  33112244

SS PP EE CC II FF II CC AA TT II OO NN SS

PPppmm ....................................25ppm

IImmaaggee  qquuaalliittyy ................................

1,200 x 600dpi

MMeemmoorryy..................................8MB 

PPaappeerr  ccaappaacciittyy........250 sheets

DDuuttyy  ccyyccllee........................................

20,000 pages per month

OOSS..................Win98/Me/2000/

2003/XP
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accomplish any home or small office print
job you can throw at it. The wired network
capabilities make it a useful addition to any
network, although you’ll have to settle for
only moderate quality for graphical prints.
Still, the ML-2571N is a printer that 
won’t disappoint.

BBrrootthheerr  HHLL--22117700WW

The Brother HL-2170W is a printer that
is simply designed well. It maintains a low
profile (literally) so that it takes up very
little desk space, and it has a sturdy, remov-
able paper tray for easy loading. And that’s
just the plastic parts; inside, the engineers
over at Brother have managed to cram 

an impressive number of features into a pe-
tite package.

For one thing, the HL-2710W boasts a res-
olution of up to 2,400 x 600dpi. It also has
32MB of RAM, supports Windows, Linux,
and Mac OSes, and is a breeze to set up and
install. And perhaps most appealing is that
it’s ready for a wired network . 

What sets this printer apart, how-
ever, is that it features Wi-Fi. With Wi-Fi 

capabilities, not only can you add the
HL-2170W to your network, you

can print wirelessly to it from a
Wi-Fi capable device. A number
of wireless security protocols 
are supported, including WEP
(Wired Equivalent Privacy) and
WPA (Wi-Fi Protected Access).
And the cherry on top of the con-
venience cake is that you can con-

figure the machine with a number
of one-touch technologies including

SecureEasySetup, AOSS (AirStation One-
Touch Secure System), and Wi-Fi Pro-
tected Setup-capable routers.    

The HL-2170W isn’t slow by any means,
but it’s not setting any speed records, ei-
ther. It makes up ground on longer jobs,
though—a 10-page test document clocked
in at 33.5 seconds. The print quality, al-
though technically at a high resolution,
isn’t as impressive as the other printers in
this roundup. However, text prints are still
crisp, gray-scale images are moderately
smooth, and blacks are fairly deep. 

The HL-2170W doesn’t have the best-
quality prints or blazing speed, but because
of its ease of use, impressive networking
features, and low price—only $149.99—it’s
definitely a printer that will meet your

home or small office needs.

Bang For Your Buck

It was not so long ago that
having a decent laser printer
around the house was a luxury;
times have definitely changed. As
evidenced by the above printers,

for very little money, you can outfit
your home or small office with a laser

printer that can do just about anything
you need it to. Print quality ranges from

good to superb, they can handle enough
media types and sizes to meet the needs of
any home or small office, and some even
sport network capabilities. 

Whether you need a quick printer with
high-quality prints or a networked device
that can handle the workload from mul-
tiple computers, you can find the device
you need for under $200.  ❙❙

BBYY SSEETTHH CCOOLLAANNEERR

Reviews

Although a printer with

snazzier features may be more

appealing, don’t purchase a

product that has more than

you need. A network-capable

printer may be a powerful 

tool for a home with multiple

computers, but for a single-

computer home, it may be

overkill. Conversely, be sure

your printer has enough 

features to satisfy all your 

printing needs.

B U Y I N G T I P S
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PPppmm ....................................25ppm
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1,200 x 1,200dpi
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10,000 pages per month

OOSS ....Win98/Me/2000/2003/

XP/Vista, Linux, and Mac
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SMARTCOMPUTING.COM

Hardware & Software Reviews

W ith so much information out there about computers and technology, it can be
difficult to even know where to start. What should you consider when building a

media center? What are the best wireless networking products? Before you make your
next purchase, make sure you take a look at our Hardware Reviews and Software
Reviews sections for another opinion. Reviews are separated into easy-to-find cate-
gories, including Audio, Computer Parts & Components, Input Devices, and much
more. You’ll find all sorts of great articles on topics ranging from mobile computing
and media players to networking and video and photog-
raphy. You can find articles not only from Smart Com-
puting, but also PC Today and Computer Power User, as
well. Search these articles and make your next purchase a
smart one.

To find these articles:

11.. Go to www.smartcomputing.com and click the Read

Software Reviews or Read Hardware Reviews link. 

22.. Click any of the links to search by product category. You

can also search by subcategory or simply click the Show All

link to view all articles under that heading.

33.. To enter a keyword search, scroll to the bottom of the

page and customize your search. You can enter exact

terms or broad subjects to find relevant articles within our

editorial database.

Subscribers, be sure to add these articles to your
Personal Library so you can keep all of your information in
one convenient location for future reference. Simply log in and when you view an article
you want to keep, click the Add To My Personal Library link at the top of the page.
Create as many folders as you like to keep your information organized.

From Smart Computing’s Dictionary

link

As a noun, refers to a connection

between two objects. In data man-

agement, a link allows information

sharing between a source docu-

ment and a destination document. Information a

user changes at the source also changes at the

destination in linked documents. In communica-

tions, a link is the line through which data is trans-

mitted. In programming, a link is a connection to

another program. On the Web, a link (short for

hypertext link or hyperlink) is a connection that

takes users to another page. As a verb, refers to

the act of connecting two devices or programs.

Two years ago this month,

google officially became a

verb when it found a place in

the Merriam-Webster dictio-

nary. Statistics reported by

comScore earlier this year

prove the search engine has

earned the distinction:

About 60% of searches begin

at Google.

QQ&&AA

Consult (or commiserate)

with fellow computer users

on the Smart Computing
Q&A Board. Go to www

.smartcomputing.com and

click the Go To Q&A link to

get started.

BBeeaatt  TThhee  HHeeaatt

Keep your computer cool as summer

heats up. Visit the Smart Computing
Tech Support Center and enter the

word “cooling” in the Search box to see

a host of info on the subject.
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I n a world filled with malicious programs,
emails, and Web sites, protecting your

system is important. Consequently, many of
us yearn for a security suite that provides
full protection with little or no input. AVG
8.0 comes close, providing a robust, multi-
layered defense against virtually all of the
digital goons lurking in the shadows. 

For a price slightly higher than many com-
petitors, you enjoy protection against in-
coming and resident viruses, malware, spam,
phishing sites, and drive-by downloads (soft-
ware that a Web site will download to your
PC if you visit it), plus a firewall and deep-
level system protection against such threats as
rootkits (software that assumes adminis-
trator-level control of your PC).

Installation

Installation of AVG 8.0 is easy, with the
setup utility explaining its behavior as it goes.
It gives you input on important decisions,
such as selecting the working environment
where you use the PC (for example, stand-
alone, network, or mobile). It thoughtfully al-
lows you to select more than one, too; good if

you have a notebook
you use on the road
and at home.

AVG 8.0 also lets
you choose a scan
schedule, whether or
not to report ques-
tionable Web pages,
and whether or not 
to install the AVG 
Security Toolbar.  
This toolbar, which
includes a Yahoo!
search interface, in-
stalls in your browser
(supports both In-

ternet Explorer and Firefox). It lets you turn
the Active Surf-Shield and Search-Shield on
or off: two utilities that examine and rate Web
sites and search results for potential threats. 

Whether or not you install the AVG
Security Toolbar, AVG and the underlying
LinkScanner technology will work in the

background, examining links online, in
emails, bookmarks, documents, and other
sources to see if they are safe. 

Up & Running

The AVG interface is comprehensive but
filled with large icons that don’t do much ex-
cept indicate status. (Some let you run scans.)
It would be nice if users could right-click the
icons to enable and disable protection, con-
figure the suite, and perform other tasks. In-
stead, you’ll find configuration options buried
in various menus. (Select Advanced Settings
on the Tools menu to access them all.)

Protect & Serve

Minor annoyances aside, AVG 8.0 did a
good job of getting us up and running
quickly, and intrusions are minimal and well-
managed. AVG 8.0 alerts you when poten-
tially risky programs access the Internet—you
choose between unrestricted or “safe site” and
one-time or permanent access. The antispam
filter comes with several configuration fea-
tures yet did a decent job without any changes.

System requirements (1.2GHz processor,
256MB memory) are reasonable. We tested
AVG on several systems, including one that
didn’t quite meet system requirements, and it
ran on them all. However, the resource drain
during some operations is noticeable unless
you more than meet requirements. One other
minor quibble is that there is no easy way to
temporarily disable protection. You must go
in and disable components individually.

Several virus labs (the latest was Virus
Bulletin [www.virusbtn.com]) give AVG 8.0
high marks, and we found its online protec-
tion generally to be on target. Overall, this
program is a well-rounded, hassle-free choice
for novice or busy users with reasonably fast
computers. Intermediate users who occasion-
ally want to fly without a net will likely be
frustrated. Tech support is minimal (online
FAQ and email only), but we didn’t experi-
ence problems. ❙❙

BBYY JJEENNNNIIFFEERR FFAARRWWEELLLL

SSooffttwwaarree  RReevviieewwss
Automatic PC Protection

$54.99 (one-year 
subscription to updates)
AVG Technologies
Online Support Only
www.avg.com
Key Benefits: 
• Comprehensive set of 
system security utilities 

• Requires little interven-
tion from the user

AVG Internet Security 8.0

24 July 2008 / www.smartcomputing.com



F irefox, the third-party browser from Mo-
zilla, has grown in popularity over the

years. One of its many attractive attributes is
that it can make you a more successful eBay
bidder or seller. With Firefox eBay Edition
(actually an add-on to the main product),
you’ll reduce the odds of losing the bid on
coveted items while you’re at another site.

After installation, which is fast, Firefox adds
an eBay button to its interface. That button is
the entry to better bidding. Opening the but-
ton’s menu (click the Down arrow next to it)
lets you log on to eBay via the Connect Com-
panion (a must to get started). This will auto-
matically link Firefox with your eBay account. 

Clicking the button opens the eBay Com-
panion, a sidebar in Firefox that offers an
eBay search dialog box and a pane where you
can directly monitor items you are bidding
on, watching, or selling. Return to the eBay
button menu and you can head straight to the
eBay home, buy, sell, My eBay, and commu-
nity Web pages. The Firefox eBay Edition also
incorporates a security shield to ensure any

“eBay” site to which you navigate is authentic
and not a phishing site.

The companion works beautifully, up-
dating new items you watch, bid on, or place
for sale within seconds. Mouse over a listing
and a variety of information will pop up. For
your protection, Firefox will not log you back
in to eBay if you sign out manually and will
require you to log back in when you restart
the program. After you log in, hit the refresh
button at the bottom of the eBay Companion
and your monitored items will pop back. ❙❙

BBYY JJEENNNNIIFFEERR FFAARRWWEELLLL

I f you are frequently frustrated while down-
loading large or multiple files or you would

like help managing your downloads, give DAP
(Download Accelerator Plus) a spin.

DAP replaces your default download man-
ager automatically, and when you initiate a
download, it pops up. The program scans for
the fastest download site and can initiate mul-
tiple download streams to speed things up. It
supports simultaneous downloads in a tabbed
interface. DAP also lets you schedule down-
loads, tag downloads for organizational pur-
poses, and select the destination folder. 

DAP miscategorized our Internet connec-
tion, so we had to open the Options interface
(right-click the icon in your System Tray).
You’ll want to visit Options, anyway; many
default settings don’t give you a lot of flexi-
bility. From this interface, for example, you
can adjust the download settings, instruct
DAP to run files through your antivirus soft-
ware (if you don’t have built-in download
scanning or it isn’t enabled), and more.

DAP Premium brings even more benefits
and eliminates the ads that support the free
version (which aren’t intrusive). With DAP
Premium, you get even faster downloads and
can password-protect, hide, preview, and
auto-extract downloaded files. We think the
free version will suffice for most users. ❙❙

BBYY JJEENNNNIIFFEERR FFAARRWWEELLLL

Download Accelerator Plus

Web Browsing The eBay Way

Speed Up Downloads

SSooffttwwaarree  RReevviieewwss

Free
Mozilla
Online Support Only
www.mozilla.com
Key Benefits: 
• Provides eBay users 
direct bid monitoring in 
a specialized interface 

• Protects against eBay 
spoofing

Free ($39.95 for 
Premium edition)
SpeedBit
support@speedbit.com
www.speedbit.com
Key Benefits: 
• Accelerated downloads 
of one or more files 

• Organizational aids to 
help manage downloads 

Firefox eBay Edition
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O
verall, Windows XP is a pretty good operating
system. After all, it’s still going strong after more
than seven years, and even after all this time, some

still prefer it over Microsoft’s newest offering, Windows Vista. 
But WinXP isn’t perfect, so there’s certainly room for

some improvement. That’s why this month we’ve found
several handy programs and utilities that can help make
WinXP better. Many of them can be used as replacements
for specific built-in WinXP applications or features, while
others either provide a feature that WinXP doesn’t 
offer or correct one of the operating system’s foibles 
or idiosyncrasies.  

All these utilities are available via a quick and easy down-
load, and best of all, they’re free. So what’s the catch? Well,
there are a few minor ones. We’ve used all these programs
and found them to work, but because most of them come
from smaller, lesser-known developers, it’s probably a good
idea to back up your system or manually create a restore
point (select Start, All Programs, Accessories, System Tools,
and System Restore) before installing or using them. Also,
you shouldn’t count on getting any technical support. (It’s
seldom, if ever, provided with free software.)   

Application Or Feature Replacements

Sometimes, the tools included with WinXP leave some-
thing to be desired. Here are some applications that provide
extra features you might be looking for.   

AbiWord. WinXP’s integrated WordPad word processor
might be OK for typing grocery lists, but it’s not good 
for much more. If you want a good word processor that 
will leave WordPad in the
dust but would rather not
spend the bucks on Microsoft
Word, try AbiWord (www.abi
word.com/download). It has
a familiar and easy-to-use in-
terface, a spell checker, and
lots of advanced document
layout features, and unlike
WordPad, AbiWord can save
files in Word’s ubiquitous
DOC format. 

Auslogics Disk Defrag.
Your hard drive should be 

defragmented regularly for optimal performance, but
WinXP’s integrated defrag utility tends to be slow and
clunky, especially on older systems. Auslogics Disk Defrag
(www.auslogics.com) is a lot quicker, and it provides better
feedback during the defrag process. You can also adjust its
CPU usage depending on whether you’d prefer the defrag to
finish as quickly as possible or want better system respon-
siveness while it’s taking place. (One minor catch—when a
defrag is finished, the summary window includes a mini-
advertisement for one of Auslogics’ commercial products.)

Comodo Firewall Pro. WinXP’s integrated firewall is better
than no firewall at all, but it’s light on features and cus-
tomization options. Comodo Firewall Pro (www.comodo
.com) monitors not just the data coming into your system,
but the data going out, as well. It also includes a database of
trusted applications to help guard against unauthorized soft-
ware being installed on your system without your knowledge. 

AVG. Even though WinXP gives you a firewall, you’re on
your own when it comes to antivirus software. You could
shell out $30 or $40 for an AV utility, but you don’t have to
if you use AVG Anti-Virus Free Edition (free.grisoft.com).
AVG Anti-Virus Free Edition doesn’t include all the features
of commercial antivirus utilities (including AVG’s own),
but it does provide basic virus protection at no cost. 

CDBurnerXP. WinXP’s built-in CD burning feature is
convenient when you don’t have third-party burning soft-
ware installed, but its capabilities are limited. CDBurnerXP
(www.cdburnerxp.se) lets you do things that you can’t do
with WinXP alone, such as burn DVDs, create bootable
discs, and make backup copies of your discs by saving them
as ISO image files (or burn discs from ISO files you already

have). CDBurnerXP will even
let you create and print cus-
tom covers for several vari-
eties of disc cases.  

Revo Uninstaller. It’s prob-
ably happened to all of us at
least once when trying to
uninstall an unwanted pro-
gram via Add Or Remove

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS

Windows XP:

Free Utilities For Your OS

The AbiWord word processor gives
you a nice alternative to the limited
WordPad without the cost of
Microsoft Word.
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Programs. Something goes
wrong, both the program and
its entry in Add Or Remove
Programs get left behind, and
the uninstall  process fai ls
thereafter. Revo Uninstaller
(www.revouninstaller.com)
can succeed where Add Or
Remove Programs fails. Aside
from running a program’s
standard uninstall routine,
Revo Uninstaller can also scan
your hard drive to ferret out
any leftover files and Registry settings. And if there are pro-
grams installed that you don’t recognize, Revo Uninstaller
will let you look them up via a Google search. 

System Utilities

Personalize your operating system and accomplish some
basic tasks more efficiently with the utilities in this section.

BootSkin. Wouldn’t it be nice to look at something more
attractive or interesting than the standard WinXP loading
screen in the minutes

your system spends
booting up? WinXP
won’t let you change the default startup image, but BootSkin
(www.stardock.com) will. The program includes a link to
Stardock’s Web site, where you can browse and download
from among about 800 ready-made images created by
BootSkin users. (Download them to a convenient place such
as your Desktop and double-click to automatically extract and
install them in the BootSkin menu. Once installed, you can
delete the downloaded files.) 

DriverView. Information about WinXP’s installed driv-
ers is available, but it’s not very easy to find because you
have to hunt it down on the operating system. If you want a
bird’s-eye view of all your installed drivers, or just need in-
formation about a particular one, DriverView (www.nir
soft.net) is a handy tool. This tiny utility (which you don’t
even have to install) provides a comprehensive and sortable
list of every driver on your system, and for each it reports
the file name, location, version number, the company that
wrote it, the device or software component it goes with, and
more. It can be especially useful when you are reinstalling a

piece of hardware and know the driver’s already on your
system but WinXP can’t seem to find it. (NOTE: Because
DriverView is an EXE [executable] file, you may get a security
warning when you try to launch it.)

Purrint. Have you ever pushed PRINT SCREEN to take a
snapshot of your screen, only to find that it doesn’t seem to
do anything? Purrint (www.bcheck.net) makes that key work
as you might think it should. It captures your screen; shows
you a preview of the capture; and can save it as an image file,
save it to the Clipboard, or, yes, even send it to the printer.  

Interface Enhancements

Navigating WinXP might be second nature for you, but
there is always room for improvement. The utilities here
enhance the WinXP features you likely use every day.

ClipDiary. We’ve all used the Windows Clipboard to
copy and paste data, but its major limitation is that each
time you put something new into the Clipboard, whatever
was previously in there gets erased. It’s kind of like having a
closet that holds only one outfit. ClipDiary (clipdiary.com)
improves upon the standard WinXP Clipboard by using a
database that can store countless Clipboard entries. A quick

CTRL-D keystroke lets you easily browse the con-
tents of your newly voluminous clipboard, and per-
haps best of all, the contents don’t get erased when
you restart your computer.

ActualDoc. Lots of people use the Start menu’s My
Recent Documents feature to get quick access to, well,
recently used documents. But it only displays the last
15 documents you used, which may not take you very
far back in time. ActualDoc (www.flexigensoft.com)
improves on My Recent Documents in a couple of
ways. First, it can remember an unlimited number of
files, so you can more easily find files even if you used

them many days or weeks ago. Then, to help you home in on
specific files types, ActualDoc lets you sort the list by category
so you can display just documents, pictures, or media files.   

Launchy. Vista users have it pretty easy as the Start menu’s
search feature lets them find and launch any application by
typing its name or just part of it. WinXP’s Start menu, by
comparison, makes you navigate through layers of menus—
that is, unless you have Launchy (www.launchy.net). This
utility indexes every item on your Start menu and hides until
you summon it by pressing ALT-Spacebar. From there it acts
much like Vista’s Start menu search feature, displaying one or
more possible programs based on what you type. Because it
can also be configured to monitor any folders you choose,
Launchy can be used to find and launch document files, too.   

These free utilities can make using your WinXP system
more efficient, convenient, and secure.  So who said you can’t
get something for nothing? ❙❙

BBYY JJOOSSEEPPHH MMOORRAANN

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS
Free WinXP Utilities

Launchy works a lot like the
Vista Start menu’s search
feature, giving you a 
convenient way to find and
run your programs and files
without wading through
levels of menus.

If Add Or Remove Programs
leaves you high and dry

when you try to get rid of a
program, Revo Uninstaller

can usually hunt it down
and remove it.
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U
nlike the shortcuts your dad used to try taking on
family vacations, keyboard shortcuts in Windows
XP will get you where you need to go and get you

there fast. Most people know about the classic shortcuts,
such as CTRL-Z to undo, CTRL-S to save a document, and
ALT-TAB to alternate between open windows. But you
might be surprised at the number and variety of lesser-
known shortcuts available at your fingertips. We’ve collected
a pile of them for your perusal and future implementation.
And don’t worry—these shortcuts won’t get you lost in an
isolated mountain area with no public restroom for 50 miles
in any direction.

(NOTE: Some keyboard shortcuts may not work if StickyKeys
is turned on in Accessibility Options. You can turn StickyKeys on
or off by pressing SHIFT five times. Once you do this, you’ll be
greeting by a dialog box that will let you know if StickyKeys is on
or off, as well as allow you to change that status.)

In General

There are a number of keyboard shortcuts that are useful in
virtually any application; sure, some will work in Microsoft
Word, but they will also work when working with text online,
copying files, and more. If you can learn these few shortcuts,
your computing life will become much more efficient.

Copy (CTRL-C). Clone your files, folders, or text and
store the data on Windows’ Clipboard.

Paste (CTRL-V). Place a file, folder, or text stored on
Windows’ Clipboard in a specified location. 

Cut (CTRL-X). Remove a file, a folder, or text and store
the data on Windows’ Clipboard. 

Select All (CTRL-A). Select all files, folders, or text in a
window. 

Undo (CTRL-Z). Reverse the most recent action. 
Rename (F2). Rename the selected file or folder. 
Permanent Delete (SHIFT-DELETE). Delete an item

permanently by bypassing the Recycle Bin. 
Quit (ALT-F4). Close or quit an active document or ap-

plication. 
Search (F3). Open the file and folder search window. 
Close An Active Document (CTRL-F4). Close only the

active document in an application when multiple docu-
ments are open. 

Escape (ESC). Exit a program or cancel a task. 
Select Multiple (SHIFT-any arrow key). Highlight more

than one item in a window or on the Desktop or multiple
characters of text. 

See Properties (ALT-ENTER). Open the Properties
window of a selected item. 

Cycle Through Open Applications (ALT-ESC). Cycle
through open documents and applications in the order in
which they were opened. 

Working With Text

Most of the general shortcuts listed above will be useful
when working with text. Many are all well-known shortcuts
that make creating and editing text a breeze. There are,
however, some text-only shortcuts that go beyond the gen-
eral ones to give you even more flexibility and efficiency.

Highlight Text (CTRL-SHIFT-any arrow key). Quickly
highlight a portion of text. 

Move Left (CTRL-Left arrow). Move your cursor to the
beginning of the preceding word. 

Move Right (CTRL-Right arrow). Move your cursor to
the beginning of the following word.  

Previous Paragraph (CTRL-Up arrow). Move your cursor
to the beginning of the paragraph your cursor is currently in
and then to the beginning of the previous paragraph. 

When Exploring

When using Windows Explorer, you can save yourself a lot
of time. By knowing how to navigate dialog boxes and open
windows, you can often ditch the mouse for the most part
and get where you need to go much faster. 

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS

Windows XP:

Save Time With Keyboard Shortcuts

Internet Explorer Shortcuts

YYep, there’s a bevy of shortcuts for Internet Explorer, too.

These tips will help you cut down on time wasted when

online, whether you’re working or entertaining yourself.  

OOppeenn  ((CCTTRRLL--LL  oorr  CCTTRRLL--OO))..  Display the Open dialog box. 

OOrrggaanniizzee  FFaavvoorriitteess  ((CCTTRRLL--BB))..  Display Organize Favorites. 

HHiissttoorryy  ((CCTTRRLL--HH)).. Display the History menu.

SSeeaarrcchh  ((CCTTRRLL--EE))..  Move your cursor to the Search box.

FFiinndd  ((CCTTRRLL--FF))..  Open the Find utility in order to search

for a word or phrase on a Web page.  

FFaavvoorriitteess    ((CCTTRRLL--II))..  Display the Favorites menu. 

PPrriinntt  ((CCTTRRLL--PP))..  Display the Print dialog box.

RReeffrreesshh  ((CCTTRRLL--RR))..  Refresh the current Web page. 

NNeeww  WWiinnddooww  ((CCTTRRLL--NN))..  Open a new browser window. 

CClloossee  ((CCTTRRLL--WW))..  Close an open window.
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Shortcut Menu For A File Or Folder (SHIFT-F10).
Display the shortcut menu for the specified file or folder.

Show Menu (ALT-Underlined letter in a menu name).
Display the specified menu.

Perform Command. Press the underlined letter in a
command name to perform that command. 

Menu Bar (F10). Access the Menu bar of the active
program. Once the menu bar is activated, you can navi-
gate with the Arrow keys and make a selection by press-
ing ENTER. 

Shortcuts With The Microsoft Button

Ever wonder what that button on your keyboard bearing
the Microsoft Windows logo is for? If you press it, the Start
menu appears, but it’s also the first keystroke for many
shortcuts. These are especially useful for starting or exe-
cuting basic computer functions such as opening Windows
Explorer or closing every window to display your Desktop.

Windows Help (WIN-F1). Open the Windows Help And
Support Center.

Run (WIN-R). Open the Run dialog box; with this func-
tion, you can open files, folders, and programs by typing in
commands. 

System Properties (WIN-BREAK). View information in
the System Properties dialog box. 

Minimize All (WIN-M). Minimize all open windows and
see only the Desktop. 

Restore All (WIN-SHIFT-M). Restore all open windows
to resume your work.

Search (WIN-F). Open the Search utility.
My Computer (WIN-E). Open My Computer.
Lock (WIN-L). Lock your computer to prevent others

from accessing your Windows session.

One Shortcut At A Time
There is a mountain of keyboard shortcuts in WinXP.

Although blazing through the long list of shortcuts can
make your head spin, remember that if you practice imple-
menting these shortcuts, you’ll learn them quickly. Then
you’ll wonder how you ever managed to get your work
done (or play) without them. ❙❙

BBYY SSEETTHH CCOOLLAANNEERR

See Address (F4). Display the Address pull-down menu
in a selected Explorer window. 

See Subfolder (NUM LOCK-* [asterisk sign]). Display a
selected folder’s subfolders.

Collapse A Folder (NUM LOCK- - [minus sign]). Close
a selected folder in a menu. 

See A Folder’s Contents (NUM LOCK-+ [plus sign]).
Display a selected folder’s contents.

Go Back One Level (BACKSPACE). View the folder one
level up from the selected folder. 

Accessibility Options

Windows has several functions to aid those who have diffi-
culty navigating a computer due to physical limitations.
FilterKeys is a function you can set to ignore brief or quickly
repeated keystrokes. StickyKeys is handy for people who have
a hard time pressing and holding more than one key at a time.
MouseKeys lets you manipulate the mouse cursor using the
numeric keypad on your keyboard, which gives the user more
accurate control. With ToggleKeys on, you’ll hear a sound if
you press NUM LOCK, CAPS LOCK, or SCROLL LOCK . 

Start Menu (CTRL-ESC). Open the Start Menu. 
Utility Manager (WIN [the Windows logo key]-U).

Open the Utility Manager in order to stop or start
Microsoft accessibility programs. 

FilterKeys (Right SHIFT for eight seconds). Open the
FilterKeys dialog box. 

MouseKeys (Left ALT-Left SHIFT-NUM LOCK). Turn
MouseKeys on or off.

StickyKeys (Press SHIFT five times). Turn StickyKeys on
or off. 

ToggleKeys (Press and hold NUM LOCK for five sec-
onds). Turn ToggleKeys on or off. 

High Contrast (Left ALT-Left SHIFT-PRINT SCREEN).
Turn High Contrast on or off.

Manipulate Menus

Menus are full of options for changing settings and pref-
erences among many other functions. These shortcuts will
help you buzz through menus with grace and aplomb. 

Shortcut Menu For A Window (ALT-Spacebar). Open a
shortcut menu, that allows you to move, resize, minimize, or
maximize the active window.

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS
Save Time With Keyboard Shortcuts

Easily access the
Windows Help And
Support Center by
pressing WIN (the
Windows logo key)-F1

Find accessibility 
options by pressing 
WIN-U to open the 

Utility Manager.
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W
indows Vista’s first Service Pack, or bundle
of updates, includes previously released up-
dates as well as new patches, fixes, and en-

hancements designed to improve the stability, reliability,
and performance of the OS (operating system). Micro-
soft is paying close attention to how its home and busi-
ness customers are using the latest Windows OS, and
many of SP1’s updates are based on feedback and usage
statistics collected over the
course of Vista’s year and a
half on the market. During the
development of SP1, many
hardware manufacturers put
SP1 through stringent com-
patibility testing to ensure it
works well with their products.
Microsoft is also using SP1 as
an excuse to deliver better sup-
port for new types of hardware
and emerging standards. 

SP1 brings many things to
many people. Corporate users,
for example, will appreciate the
management, deployment, and
support enhancements in SP1.
For staunch Windows XP fans and businesses reluctant
to make the move, SP1 shows Microsoft’s commitment
to improving the OS and assures them that it won’t be-
come just another short-lived Windows Me clone. And
for those who’ve already taken the plunge, SP1 goes a
long way toward inoculating the hardware compatibility
ills that have plagued the OS from the start. 

Retail versions of Vista with SP1 will be available by
the time you read this. Current Vista users will need to
download SP1, which is available free in 32- and 64-bit
versions from Windows Update. Read on for what’s in
SP1, how it will improve your system, how to download
and install it, and what to do should anything go amiss. 

SP1 Dissected

For many of us, the last Service Pack we encountered
was WinXP SP2, which went above and beyond what

users had seen from previous Service Packs by adding a
slew of new features. Vista’s SP1 is a more traditional ser-
vice pack; its purpose is to make relatively minor tweaks
and improvements. 

Upon installing SP1, there are some changes you will
notice right away and others that aren’t as transparent. A
few changes you’ll notice include a reduced number of
UAC (User Account Control) prompts when creating or

renaming a folder, faster ap-
pearance of the login prompt
when pressing CTRL-ALT-
DELETE, the addition of a
password hint in case you
forget the administrator pass-
word, and dramatically faster
file copying times on both lo-
cal and remote systems. 

Some changes you probably
won’t notice are things like the
barring of unauthenticated se-
curity applications from com-
municating with Windows
Security Center and added
support for the latest crypto-
graphic algorithms. Another

change that you’re unlikely to notice has to do with
Microsoft’s efforts to crack down on software piracy. A
handful of methods that had been used to circumvent
the Windows Genuine Advantage scheme and Vista acti-
vation process have been disabled. 

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS

Windows Vista:

The Ins & Outs Of Service Pack 1

Post-SP1: Why So Slow?

II f your PC seems to be running slowly after installing SP1

(Service Pack 1), don’t fret; this is normal. Prior to the up-

date, Vista’s SuperFetch feature had built up a host of user-

specific optimizations that improve performance with the

applications you use regularly. During the SP1 installation

process, however, the SuperFetch data is cleared from the

PC. To regain the performance optimizations, simply use the

PC as you would normally, and it should pick up the pace

within a few hours or days. ❙

If your PC is ready for it, Windows Update will display
Vista’s Service Pack 1 as an important update. 
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Also, prior to SP1, counterfeit or invalid versions of
Vista entered what Microsoft calls a Reduced Function-
ality Mode, which essentially cripples the afflicted system.
Under Vista SP1, users with similarly unauthenticated
software won’t lose functionality or features, but will in-
stead receive regular reminders that the copy of Vista in-
stalled is not genuine and a valid authentication key is
necessary to eliminate the persistent messages. For a list
of other notable changes you’ll find in SP1, check out the
“SP1 Key Features & Changes” sidebar.

SP1 System Prep

Start by making sure you have at least 4.5GB free on
your system drive, commonly the C: drive. To find out
if you have the necessary space, click Start, click
Computer, and then click the drive you want to check
(look for the Windows logo). The free space for the
drive appears at the bottom of the Computer window. 

Now is a good time to perform a backup of any crit-
ical data and files should your system be rendered un-
bootable for any reason.

If your PC came with Vista preinstalled, visit the
manufacturer’s Web site and download any updated
device drivers. Next, launch Windows Update and in-
stall all important and optional device driver updates.
Click Start, click Control Panel (make sure you’re
viewing the Control Panel in Category View), and then
click Check For Updates under Security. Click the
View Available Updates link and then check the boxes
beside all important and optional updates. If you see
Service Pack 1 listed, you’re set, but we recommend
reading the next few paragraphs before proceeding. To

install any other updates, click the Install button from
the lower-right corner and then follow any on-screen
prompts until the process has finished. 

Note that you might encounter malfunctioning hard-
ware devices after updating to Windows Vista SP1.
Microsoft claims that, in these instances, the hardware
drivers likely work under Vista SP1, but the problem oc-
curred when the device drivers were reinstalled during
the update process. For troubleshooting these issues,
refer to the “When It’s Time To Uninstall SP1” sidebar. 

You can install SP1 in one of three ways; using the
standalone installer, using Windows Update, or by or-
dering the Windows Vista Service Pack 1 DVD (tinyurl
.com/6beajk). Access the standalone installer from the
Microsoft Download Center (visit tinyurl.com/yv6xct for
Vista 32-bit or tinyurl.com/3c5k7x for Vista 64-bit), but
this method is only recommended for advanced users.
Those who order the DVD will also incur shipping fees. 

We recommend using Windows Update, which does a
thorough scan of your system to determine if it has the
necessary prerequisites or if any driver conflicts might
occur. If you need to install a prerequisite, it’ll be offered
before SP1 appears among the available updates. If it’s
determined that your system has a known driver
problem that might conflict with SP1, Windows Update
won’t even display SP1. For a complete list of hardware
device drivers that prevent Windows Update from dis-
playing SP1, visit support.microsoft.com/kb/948343. 

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS
Windows Vista Service Pack 1

When It’s Time To Uninstall SP1

II f you’ve installed SP1 (Service Pack 1) and encountered

problems, start by checking your device drivers for con-

flicts. Click Start, right-click Computer, and then click Man-

age. Click the Device Manager in the left pane and then look

for any yellow or red icons in the right pane. If you see a par-

ticular device with a problem, download the latest version of

the faulty device’s driver from your PC or device manufactur-

er’s Web site. Once you have the updated driver, right-click

the faulty device from the Device Manager and click Unin-

stall. Follow the prompts and restart the PC if required. Then,

install the updated driver. 

If troubleshooting device drivers doesn’t solve your prob-

lems, consider uninstalling SP1. The easiest way to uninstall

SP1 is to use the Control Panel’s uninstall utility. Click Start,

click Control Panel (in Category View), click Uninstall A

Program beneath the Program heading, and then click View

Installed Updates. Click Service Pack For Microsoft Windows

(KB936330) to highlight it and then click Uninstall at the top

of the window. Follow the on-screen prompts to completely

uninstall the service pack. ❙

Once downloaded, SP1 is ready to be installed.
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SP1 Key Features & Changes

HHere’s a brief list of notable chang-

es in Vista’s SP1 (Service Pack 1).

Check out “Notable Changes in Win-

dows Vista Service Pack 1” at tinyurl

.com/39vv3w for a complete list of up-

dates and features. Results can vary

based on hardware, environment, and

usage habits, so not all users will expe-

rience the same improvements. 

RReelliiaabbiilliittyy  IImmpprroovveemmeennttss

• Fewer crashes with drivers, Win-
dows Calendar, and Windows
Media Player 

• Fewer instances of data loss
when ejecting NTFS (NT file
system)-formatted removable
media

• More thorough file backup capa-
bilities

PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  IImmpprroovveemmeennttss

• Network file shares consume less
bandwidth

• Improves system sleep for lower
power consumption

• Faster compression and extrac-
tion of zipped folders

• Improves Internet Explorer per-
formance

• Faster shutdown times in some
instances

• Faster network connections when
both wired and wireless networks
are available

• Removes the delay that some-
times occurs when a user unlocks
his PC

• Better supports new print drivers

SSeeccuurriittyy  IImmpprroovveemmeennttss

• Improved security features for 64-
bit versions of Windows Vista

• Enables single sign-on for authen-
ticated wired networks

• Improved support for smart card
technologies

SSuuppppoorrtt  FFoorr  NNeeww  TTeecchhnnoollooggiieess,,
SSttaannddaarrddss,,  HHaarrddwwaarree  &&  SSooffttwwaarree

• Supports new cryptographic al-
gorithms and new remote access
VPN (Virtual Private Network)
tunneling protocols

• Supports the latest draft standard
of 802.11n wireless networking

• Updated critical drivers that are
native to Windows Vista

• Added support for Windows
Server 2008

• Adds support for new 64-bit
functions, features, and tech-
nologies

• Adds support for the graphics
API (application programming 
interface), Direct3D 10.1

• Adds support for exFAT (Extended
File Allocation Table) file system

• Improves support for HD DVD
and Blu-ray drives

TTrroouubblleesshhoooottiinngg,,  MMaaiinntteennaannccee  &&
UUppddaattiinngg  IImmpprroovveemmeennttss

• Lets you determine on which vol-
umes to run Disk Defragmenter

• Improved Remote Assistance ses-
sion capabilities for remote helpers

• Faster overall install time for up-
dates

• Improved uninstallation of OS
(operating system) updates

• OS updates are more resilient to
unexpected interruptions, such as
power failure

• Improved documentation regard-
ing activation and what happens
if you don’t activate

• Improved Startup Repair Tool ca-
pable of repairing unbootable
PCs with missing files

SP1 Install Nitty Gritty

As we mentioned, Windows Update is the best way for
most users to install Vista SP1. If you’re installing SP1 on
a notebook, make sure it is plugged in throughout the
update process, which can take up to several hours. 

To launch Windows Update, click Start, Control
Panel, Check For Updates (under Security), and the
View Available Updates link. If your PC is ready to install
SP1, it will appear as an important item. Click the
checkbox beside SP1 and the Install button. Your PC will
download the update. Assuming you kept your system
current with updates, SP1 is about 65MB or 125MB in
size for 32-bit and 64-bit versions of the OS, respectively. 

Depending on your Internet connection speed, down-
loading the update could take 15 minutes to a couple
hours. When the download is complete, you’ll see the
Welcome To Windows Vista Service Pack 1 dialog box,
which includes a link to What You Should Know Before
Installing Service Pack 1 (most of which is covered in this

article). Click Next, read the license terms, click the
checkbox for I Accept The License Terms, and click
Next. The following screen prompts you to save your
work and close any programs. You’re also informed that
the installation process could take an hour or more. Click
Next. Then, Windows Update will prompt you to restart
your system. Click the Restart Now button. The PC will
restart several times during the install and you won’t be
able to use your computer. 

When the installation has finished, you can determine
if SP1 installed successfully by clicking Start, right-
clicking Computer, and clicking Properties. Under
Windows Edition, you should see Service Pack 1. 

If you’re anxious about installing SP1, fear not. We
noticed a few improvements here and there, but there’s
little cosmetic difference between a pre-SP1 and post-SP1
PC. The real reason to install SP1, however, is to keep
your PC secure. So stop by Windows Update today. ❙❙

BBYY AANNDDRREEWW LLEEIIBBMMAANN

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS
Windows Vista Service Pack 1
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N
ot so long ago, micropro-
cessor manufacturers Intel
(www.intel.com) and AMD

(www.amd.com) changed course.
Instead of concentrating on making the
fastest processors they could, as they
had for three-and-a-half decades, both
chip giants turned their attention to
multicore processors—basically, selling
two or more CPUs in one. 

Multi-Who?

Before we tell you what “multi-
core” means, let’s define some other
terms. A processor package is the part
you can see and hold in your hand.
It’s a substrate with metal pins or
pads on the underside and usually a
metal heat spreader on top. 

Traditionally, under the heat spread-
er lies a single processor die. Silicon die
are cut, along with many others, from a
wafer the size of a vinyl record during
manufacture. A standard die contains
one processing core, which is a com-
plete microprocessor or execution unit,
along with its supplementary memory
caches (temporary data-holding areas),
memory controller (AMD chips only,
for now), and other components. 

Until a few years ago, every pro-
cessor package contained one die, and
every die contained one core. Only
servers and some workstations had two
or more processors, a setup that re-
quired special motherboards with two
or more sockets. If desktop or note-
book users wanted better performance,
often their sole option was to buy a
processor with a higher clock speed. 

Intel and AMD knew that pushing
clock speeds into the 4GHz territory

involved a host of technical is-
sues. They also realized that as they
made tinier processing cores, the dies
took up less space on the processor
packages, which had to remain physi-
cally large to accommodate the grow-
ing numbers of input/output pins and
pads that microprocessors demanded.  

The answer was to create dual-core
chips with two single-core dies and,
later, two cores per die. Quad-core
Intel processors debuted in late 2006,
and in late 2007, AMD followed suit
with its own quad-core offerings. Intel
currently puts two dual-core dies on
one processor package to make its
quad-core offerings. In contrast, AMD
touts the fact that its Phenom X4 chips
are natively quad-core, meaning that
all four cores reside on the same silicon
die. However, in current chips, this
theoretical advantage of AMD’s has
been overshadowed by other techno-
logical strides made by Intel.

The upshot to multicore chips is that
in a single processor package, which fits
in a single socket on your mother-
board, you can have up to four CPUs
for your desktop PC, notebook, or
server. And, possibly within the next
year, you can have eight. 

The Software Side

So does a dual-core processor give
you double the performance of a
common single-core chip, and is a
quad-core four times as fast? While this
is true from one technical perspective,
the real-world answer is, “Not really.
But sort of.” 

Dual-core chips come in lower clock
speeds than single-cores, and quad-

cores trail dual-cores a
bit. In many cases, a fast single-core
will outpace a moderately clocked
dual- or quad-core. However, as soft-
ware and OSes (operating systems)
evolve to take advantage of multicore
chips, single-cores are increasingly
being left in the dust. 

The most noticeable difference be-
tween single-core and multicore
processors is that the latter make a
computer seem more responsive
during multitasking—and with all the
security software running in the back-
ground these days, every Windows PC
is multitasking. 

For instance, if you run a virus/
spyware scan using a single-core
CPU, your music player app might
skip and your Web browsing may 
feel sluggish. A dual- or quad-core
processor can handle these simulta-
neous tasks without slowing down
your computing experience as much.
Multicore processing won’t speed up
any file transfers to or from the hard
drive running the virus scan, nor will
it speed up delays out of your proces-
sor’s control such as the wait for a
Web page to download, but at least
your CPU will no longer be a perfor-
mance bottleneck. 

Most consumer software isn’t multi-
core aware yet, however, meaning most
applications and games can’t farm out
pieces of their processing needs among
the cores available to them (although
Windows XP/Vista, Linux, and Mac
OS X can assign individual apps to the
cores that are least busy—a speed boost

All About
What You Need To Know

GENERAL COMPUTING

Cores 
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in itself). However, that’s grad-
ually changing.

Software developers are
learning how to best take ad-
vantage of the new multicore
paradigm, although the shift
has thus far been slow. In order
to speed things up and take ad-
vantage of the processing power
on tap with multicore chips,
software developers need to
change their applications to
recognize and utilize two or
more cores, such as by multi-
threading. Instead of running
mostly as a single, monolithic
process, such as Winword.exe
for Microsoft Word, a multithreaded
application can break up its processes
into small pieces (threads of execu-
tion), which can be assigned among the
available cores. 

Microsoft lent a hand by making
Windows Vista better than WinXP at
dividing up running processes among
cores. Intel, for its part, designed the
EDAT (Enhanced Intel Dynamic
Acceleration Technology) feature in
its recent Core 2 chips to electroni-
cally speed up a core (at the expense
of other cores, if they’re idle) when
it’s running a single-threaded applica-
tion. And later this year, when Intel’s
“Nehalem” multicore processors
emerge, the company’s Hyper-
Threading technology will make its
return. Hyper-Threading allows a
core to run two threads concurrently
under certain conditions instead of
just one. With the right software sup-
port, an eight-core Nehalem could in
theory perform as a 16-core. 

In the transition to multithreaded
application design, content creation
and media encoding software seem to
be setting the pace thus far. This is why
tasks such as converting camcorder
video to DVD may take radically less
time with a multicore processor. The
change requires software developers to
fundamentally reconsider the way they
write programs, which is why the shift
to multithreaded apps has been a
gradual one. 

Shopping Advice

Multicore processors are worth
buying for most desktop and some
notebook uses. That being said, for the
majority of us, the higher-end models
are overkill. In a PC used only for Web

browsing and email, most of a
quad-core’s power will lie idle. 

Today, your best bet for gen-
eral computing on a budget is a
dual-core processor. There’s a
difference between the com-
puting experience of single-core
and dual-core for most users. 

It’s harder to notice the step
up from a dual-core to a quad-
core. Until prices come down,
quad-core just isn’t as com-
pelling from a cost/benefit per-
spective. Still, if you habitually
run multiple, demanding appli-
cations, you might be willing to
spend the money on four cores. 

If your needs or budget lie some-
where in between dual- and quad-
core, check out AMD’s Phenom X3
line of triple-core processors. For a
modest bump in price over a dual-
core Athlon X2, you’ll get roughly
50% more processing capacity.

Currently, Intel’s Core 2 processors
are a little faster at most tasks than
AMD’s Phenom and Athlon chips at
the same clock speeds. Intel chips are
available in higher frequencies, as well,
and they can use faster, but pricey,
DDR3 (double-data-rate 3) RAM.
AMD has the lead in energy savings, as
its processors are better able to power
down parts of themselves when not in
use. It’s cheaper to build an AMD-
based PC than an Intel-based PC, espe-
cially considering the prices of accom-
panying motherboards. (If you buy an
AMD Phenom chip, be sure its model
number ends in “50”; these models [the
microarchitecture’s “B3” stepping, or
edition] incorporate a major bug fix.) 

If you’d like to upgrade your existing
motherboard from a single-core chip
to a multicore, check the new chip’s
compatibility with the motherboard
manufacturer. Some boards with the
correct type of processor socket require
only a BIOS update to support multi-
core chips, but others have compati-
bility issues that preclude them from an
upgrade such as this. ❙❙

BBYY MMAARRTTYY SSEEMMSS

Multicore Processors
Here's a handful of mainstream dual-,

triple-, and quad-core chips for desktop

PCs. Prices courtesy of Newegg.com 

except as noted.

AAMMDD CCoorreess CClloocckk  OOnnlliinnee  
ssppeeeedd pprriiccee

Athlon X2 5200+ 2 2.7GHz* $103 

Athlon X2 6400+ 2 3.2GHz $160 

Phenom X3 8450 3 2.1GHz $149 

Phenom X3 8750 3 2.4GHz $195 

Phenom X4 9550 4 2.2GHz $200 

Phenom X4 9850 4 2.5GHz $235 

IInntteell

Core 2 Duo E8200 2 2.66GHz $185 

Core 2 Duo E8400 2 3GHz $200 

Core 2 Duo E8500 2 3.16GHz $280 

Core 2 Quad Q6600 4 2.4GHz $220 

Core 2 Quad Q9300 4 2.5GHz $275 

Core 2 Quad Q9550 4 2.83GHz $621**

* 65nm  ** Amazon.com

GENERAL COMPUTING
All About Cores

A look at the layout of an Intel Core 2 
quad-core processor’s dies
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PPhhoottoo  RReeccoovveerryy
Having recently failed to take notice of

Smart Computing’s advice on backup, I

was required to search for a photo re-

covery program. The one I found is

quite simple to figure out and works re-

ally well. It is called Recover My Photos

(free; www.recovermyphotos.com). I

bought a USB external hard drive to

recover them, which was necessary so

as not to damage the originals I was

trying to recover. I was fortunate

enough to recover several hundred

deleted photos before they were

written over. It also works well with any

deleted camera memory cards.

BBrriiaann  AA..,,  EEddmmoonnttoonn,,  AAllbbeerrttaa

KKnnooww  YYoouurr  MMeemmoorryy
CCaappaacciittyy
Smart Computing’s ad-

vice in “News From The

Help Desk” (December

2007) on how to deter-

mine the amount of

memory that is installed

on your computer was good, but there is a

quicker way to discover this information.

All you have to do is right-click My Computer

and select Properties. When Systems Properties

comes up, click the General tab. The amount of

memory installed in your computer will be dis-

played in this window.

JJuuddyy  NN..,,  SShhrreevveeppoorrtt,,  LLaa..

TTaammee  TThhoossee  WWiirreess
When dealing with upgrades and/or repairs,

sometimes the biggest problem can be working

around all the cables that are in the way.

I used to just disconnect connectors to get

cables out of the way, and sometimes I’d even

take them out and then replace them after

doing the work. This works,

but connectors and cables

could get damaged unneces-

sarily, and if enough cables

are removed, it can be a chal-

lenging little puzzle to recon-

nect everything.

Instead, I now take masking or

electrical tape to carefully attach the

cables and wires to the chassis to open

a path while working. Use a tape that

isn’t too tacky so you don’t have to pull

too hard on the cable to remove it when

you’re done. Many times, I’ve found that I do

not have to remove cables, and I often don’t even

have to disconnect a single connector to do all

the work.

PPeetteerr  LL..,,  AAllbbaannyy,,  CCaalliiff..

CCoonnvveenniieenntt  PPDDFF  CCrreeaattiioonn
Several applications, such as financial tools/in-

vestor products, have nice reporting features but

no way to save the reports or send them to

others. PrimoPDF (free; www.primopdf.com) in-

stalls a virtual printer utility on your computer.

When you print to it, a PDF (Portable Document

Format) file is created. From there, you can

change the reporting images, save, and send the

file to others. It’s a terrific way to get around

awkward multipage outputs with functions such

as Print Screen. It’s the best utility that I have

found in the past several years.

HHoowweellll  OO..,,  EExxcceellssiioorr,,  MMiinnnn..

RReeaaddiinngg  WWeebb  PPaaggee  TTeexxtt
If you are looking at a Web site with a back-

ground that is dark and/or the text is difficult to

read, one way to make the text legible is to click

Edit and then Select All. This will cause the text

to become a contrasting color, and you may be

able to read the text more easily.

JJaacckk  BB..,,  MMtt..  PPlleeaassaanntt,,  TTeexxaass

READERS’ TIPS
CCOOMMPPIILLEEDD BBYY JJOOYY MMAARRTTIINN

Many of our readers

come across fast,

easy ways to solve 

a problem or ac-

complish a task.

Well, we’d like to

hear about it! If you

have a great tip

you’d like to share,

please email us at

readerstips@smart

computing.com. If

we print your tip,

we’ll send you a free

Smart Computing
T-shirt. You’ll be

the envy of all 

(well, some) of 

your friends. 

Please include your

first name, last

name, and address

so that we can give

you credit if we

print your tip. (And

so that we can send

your T-shirt to you,

of course.) Please

limit your tip to 200

words or fewer. Not

all tips received will

be printed, and tips

may be edited for

length and clarity.

Short & Simple Tips To Make Things Easier 
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Studio MovieBox Plus ($119.99; www
.pinnaclesys.com), which comes with a
USB capture device and Pinnacle
Studio Plus 11 video-editing software.
With all of these options, you’ll need a
VCR that you can connect to the card
or capture box. For even more con-
version and editing options, see the
“Helpful Programs” sidebar. 

Capture Video

In order to capture video with the
Pinnacle Studio MovieBox Plus, you’ll
need to connect a VCR to the white,
hub-like capture device by means of an
S-Video cable or RCA cables. The cap-
ture device then connects to your com-
puter through USB or FireWire. 

Once everything is connected, you’ll
want to install the Pinnacle Studio Plus
software, which will help you capture
the video. Within the program, you
can choose from many quality settings,
including frame rates, resolution, and
more. Try a few different options and
see what settings give you the best

of time spent converting your
tapes. It’s important to keep
in mind that video requires
large amounts of storage
space, so you’ll need to
make sure your PC has
multiple gigabytes of free
space before you begin.

Another option is to buy a
standalone unit that will convert VHS
to DVD, such as the Samsung DVD-
VR357 ($199; www.samsung.com).
Although many of these standalone
units make the conversion process
very easy, they’re often costly and
don’t provide many options for
editing your video. With some of these
standalone units, for example, even
creating a simple menu can be time-
consuming and inconvenient. 

For the purposes of this article, we’ll
look at converting VHS to DVD by
means of a computer. To do this,
you’ll need a method of inputting VHS
video into a digital format that your
computer can understand. Here again,
choices for input options abound. 

Video capture cards, such as the
Hauppauge WinTV-HVR-1600 ($129;
www.hauppauge.com), and graphics
cards with video inputs can help you

convert the video. Some of
these cards come with soft-
ware to help you capture
and edit video. Another
option, which we’ll use for
our examples in this article,
is an external USB capture
box, such as the Pinnacle

DIY Project: Digitize Your Home Movies 
MMaakkee  TThhee  MMoovvee  TToo  DDVVDD

Pinnacle Studio MovieBox Plus
comes with a USB capture device
and Pinnacle Studio Plus 11
video-editing software.

I
f you walk into a video store today,
you’ll be hard-pressed to find
many VHS tapes, and you cer-

tainly won’t find as many VHS tapes as
you will DVDs. Like many other tech-
nologies, video has gone digital. Over
the last few years, our society has transi-
tioned to digital video stored on DVDs
instead of VHS tapes. While you, too,
may have made the transition, we’re
willing to bet that many of your family
memories have not done the same. 

You may wonder what you should
do with all of those boxes of VHS
tapes (and perhaps an old VCR or
two) that are sitting in the basement.
The simple answer is to convert the
tapes to DVD. We’re here to help you
with this project, with a look at a
number of ways you can convert your
VHS tapes to DVD. 

Your Conversion Options

When converting your old tapes,
one option is to use your computer to
digitize the files and then burn them to
disc. While you don’t need today’s
top-of-the line PC to do this, a pow-
erful machine is certainly recom-
mended and will decrease the amount
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quality for your tape, keeping in mind
that quality settings that are too high
will unnecessarily amplify the storage
space needed but won’t give you a
better picture. VHS supports about 30
frames per second, so you’ll get the
best quality digital file if you use a set-
ting that supports this same frame rate.

In addition to quality settings, pay at-
tention to other capture settings, such
as the ability to detect scenes automati-
cally. For example, automatic scene de-
tection in Pinnacle Studio Plus can
attempt to detect changes in video and
split clips during the capture process. 

Edit Your Movies

After capturing video on your com-
puter, you can edit the file by breaking
it up into smaller pieces and adding ti-
tles or chapters, adding transitions , and
much, much more. Pinnacle Studio
Plus gives you many advanced editing
options, as well, including the ability to
generate and add soundtracks and com-
bine video and photos. 

Most of our VHS home movies con-
tain videos from multiple events. By
adding a menu to your newly converted

GENERAL COMPUTING / DIY PROJECT
Digitize Your Home Movies

video content, you can
separate events and
other clips into easily
accessible chapters be-
fore burning it to a
DVD. In doing so, you
will eliminate the need
to fast-forward and re-
wind in search of the
clip of Aunt Betty’s surprise 50th
birthday party, which is sandwiched
somewhere between Christmas and
video of your summer vacation. If you
enabled automatic scene detection
during the capture process, these clips
should already be separated for you. If
not, you can split the scenes yourself or
use Studio Plus’ redetect scenes feature. 

Make The Move

When you have finished editing your
movie, you’re ready to burn it to DVD.
Each capture or editing program will
vary with how to do this, so check your
users manual for detailed instructions. 

Pay attention to the quality settings
for the disc creation process. Here

Pay Someone Else To Do It

CConverting your VHS tapes to DVD is a very doable project, assuming you have

a little time to spare. However, if you have a lot of tapes and aren’t interested

in spending the time required to convert them, you can pay someone else to con-

vert the tapes for you. If you look in your local Yellow Pages, you’ll likely find a busi-

ness that will convert videos. Alternatively, many online businesses will convert

your VHS tapes to DVD for a fee. Prices vary, but you can expect to pay anywhere

from about $8 to $25 or more per tape. Many of these services will simply convert

the tape directly to DVD, without adding any special features or effects. If you want

the ability to edit the movie after it has been converted to a digital format, look

into AMB Media Services’ (www.ambmediaservices.com) DataDVD service or a

similar service that will produce a data DVD that you can edit on your computer. 

Some of these conversion services, such as The Photo Archival (www.thephoto

archivalco.com), will also repair a tape for a fee. If you have a damaged tape that

needs an exterior case repaired, a tape splice, or the tape reattached to the in-

ternal spindle, this may be an option worth considering. ❙

The Capture menu in Pinnacle Studio Plus lets
you select a number of capture settings.

You can edit your 
movies in Pinnacle 

Studio Plus by adding 
transitions, menus, 

soundtracks, and more. 

Standalone units, such as the Samsung DVD-VR357, can convert your tapes quickly and easily, 
but these devices won’t give you as many editing options as you will get on your PC.
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should be able to use the Extender’s re-
mote control to navigate through the
Media Center menu and find your
newly converted home movies. 

Start Your Conversion Engines

As you can see, there are many ways
to convert your VHS tapes to DVD.
Regardless of the method you choose
to use, in the end, you’ll be pleased to
know that your memories are pre-
served for future generations to see. ❙❙

BBYY JJEENNNNIIFFEERR JJOOHHNNSSOONN

again, you’ll need to find a good bal-
ance between quantity and quality.
You may find an automatic setting to
be most helpful in calculating the
amount of content you’ll be able to
write to disc while still maintaining an
acceptable recording quality.

During the creation process, Pinnacle
Studio Plus renders the entire movie
and then compiles it to create the actual
files and directory structure used on
disc. Finally, the program burns the
disc. In addition to the hard drive ca-
pacity needed to store the video files,
extra space is needed to render and
create your movie prior to burning.
After the program has rendered, com-
piled, and burned your movie, it will
eject the disc. Depending on the speed
and specs of your computer and the
video you’re trying to burn, this cre-
ation process may take anywhere from
a few minutes to a few hours.

With some editing programs, you
may need to create an ISO image file
before you can burn the DVD. If this
is the case, or if you’re experiencing
errors burning directly to a DVD, look
for an option to burn your movie to a
file or create an ISO image. Once
you’ve created an ISO file, you can use
nearly any DVD authoring software to
burn the movie to disc. 

Share The Memories

With the right equipment, you can
stream the movies you’ve just captured
to TVs throughout your home using
your wired or wireless home network.
To do this, you’ll need a computer with
Windows XP Media Center Edition,
Windows Vista Home Premium, or

Vista Ultimate and a Media Center Ex-
tender (or Xbox 360). 

Setting up a Media Center Extender
and sharing content throughout your
home is pretty easy, but you will need to
know what security settings are in place
on your home network, including any
administrator passwords, the SSID
(Service Set Identifier), and other set-
tings associated with your network and
router. (For more information on how
to set up a Media Center Extender, see
“Multimedia For Couch Potatoes” in
our June 2008 issue.) With a Media
Center Extender up and running, you

GENERAL COMPUTING / PC PROJECT
Digitize Your Home Movies

Helpful Programs

AAs we mentioned previously, there are a number of programs and devices

that can help you convert VHS tapes into digital files and edit them. Some

of these devices can even take your video straight to DVD, without first copying

the files to your PC’s hard drive. Here’s a quick look at a few more converters

and editing software packages. 

Hauppauge’s USB-Live ($49.99) connects your PC to an S-Video or composite

video source (such as your VCR) via a USB cable and turns your analog video

into a digital file. This device comes with Ulead’s DVD MovieFactory for au-

thoring CDs or DVDs. 

Honestech’s VHS to DVD 3.0 Deluxe ($79.99; www.honestech.com) comes with

a USB 2.0 video capture device and software. The software has an Easy Wizard

Mode for novice users and additional options for more advanced users. In addi-

tion to converting videos, VHS to DVD 3.0 Deluxe also has an audio recorder that

can help you transfer music from cassettes, LP records, and videotapes to MP3 files

or audio CDs.

Pinnacle’s Dazzle DVD Recorder ($49.99) may not have as many options as

Studio Plus, but fewer options may make it seem easier to use. This plug-and-play

USB 2.0 device gives you the option to capture video and burn it directly to DVD

using the InstantDVD Recorder software. In this mode, you won’t have to copy the

files to your hard drive before you can burn them. If you’re more interested in ed-

iting and want a few more options than burning directly to DVD, the accompany-

ing Pinnacle Studio QuickStart software lets you add titles, transitions, and music

before burning to CDs and DVDs. 

If you choose a card or other capture device that helps you digitize your VHS

movies but doesn’t offer the editing capabilities you desire, consider buying a sep-

arate video-editing program. One such program is Adobe Premiere Elements

($99.99; www.adobe.com), which can help you add a number of cool features, in-

cluding disc menus and text, TV-style effects and transitions, sound effects, and

more. Premiere Elements also makes it easy for you to upload your movies to

YouTube or another site to share them with friends and family over the Web. 

Well-known for burning CDs and DVDs, Nero 8 Ultra Edition ($79.99; www

.nero.com) also has a number of video-editing and authoring features. With this

software, you can insert chapters and menus, add soundtracks, and much more.

After editing a video, Nero will help you burn it to disc for playback in your home

theater’s DVD player. ❙

Pinnacle’s Dazzle DVD Recorder can 
transfer your VHS tapes directly to DVD.
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A fter four long years, there is finally a new version of
Microsoft Office for Mac. Office 2008 has arrived

and is the first to provide native support for
Intel-based Macs.

A New Look

Office 2008 sports a brand-new user
interface. It’s now much easier to find
the tools you need, although there are
some inconsistencies across the interface. For
example, Word 2008 integrates with iPhoto, but
only if you know where to look. You won’t find
iPhoto integration if you click the Insert menu and
select Picture. However, if you open the Toolbox, click
the Object Palette button, and then click the Photos button,
you’ll see your iPhoto collection. 

Office 2008 supports Microsoft’s new Office
Open XML (Extensible Markup Language)
format, which includes files with .DOCX, .XLSX,
and .PPTX extensions. You can also work in
Compatibility Mode, which saves documents in
the older DOC, XLS, and PPT formats to ensure
that others can open your documents. 

Word, Excel, and PowerPoint now include
the Elements Gallery, a set of thumbnail-style buttons that
appear immediately above an open document. It provides
quick access to templates, common tasks, and popular tools.
In Word, for example, the Elements Gallery includes buttons
to create cover sheets, headers, footers, and bibliographies. 

One of my favorite additions to Word is the Citations
panel in the Toolbox. Here, you can create a list of refer-
ences that are ready to add to a document with just a click.
Word 2008 also includes a new Publishing Layout View,

which is ideal for designing newslet-
ters, flyers, and other items that con-
tain more than just basic text. 

Excel 2008 includes a new Mac-
only feature: templates for ledger
sheets. Each ledger sheet template in-
cludes all of the formulas you need to
perform its basic calculations. The
sheet is ready to use with no work re-

quired on your part. When you do need
your own formula, though, you can use the

new Formula Builder, which guides you through the
process of creating complex formulas. 

PowerPoint 2008 adds improved graphics, transition ef-
fects, and animations. The new PowerPoint themes are much
more visually appealing than those in previous versions. 

Entourage 2008 (similar to Microsoft Outlook) provides
better spam filters, protection from phishing
messages, and a new to-do list.

Office Performance Evaluation

Because Office 2008 is the first version to run
natively on Intel-based Macs, in theory, it should
provide better performance than Office 2004 on

Intel-based Macs. The results, though, are mixed. The pro-
grams themselves do run faster on my MacBook Pro, but
they take much longer to initially load. 

I tested Version 12.0.1 and experienced many more
crashes while using Office 2008 than I did with Office 2004.
The programs also don’t play nice with Leopard’s Spaces,
often loading in a different Space than expected.

Office 2008 is much easier to use for the average home
user. However, power Office users will undoubtedly notice
that Microsoft omitted VBA (Visual Basic for Applications)
support from Office 2008. This means that macros (which
let users program a series of operations as a single shortcut)
no longer work in Office 2008. This won’t be a huge issue if
you don’t already use macros, but if your workflow relies
on macros, you may want to stick with Office 2004. 

Overall, Office 2008 is a worthwhile upgrade (unless you
use macros), although the early releases still had some bugs
at press time. Three editions are available, with some edi-
tions including extras, such as Microsoft Exchange Server
support in Entourage and support for advanced tools. Most
users, though, will find that the modestly priced Home and
Student Edition meets their needs. You can find a complete
comparison of the editions at www.microsoft.com/mac
/products/Office2008/shop-now.mspx. ❙❙

A SLICE OF APPLE by Kylee Dickey

A New Office Supply

One of the major additions to Office 2008 is Word’s Publishing
Layout View, which is ideal for designing newsletters, brochures,
and other publications that include graphical elements and text.

Product Info
Office 2008 for Mac

Prices starting at $149.95
Microsoft

(800) 426-9400
www.microsoft.com/mac
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Shop For A Better Bank
Problem: I want to get
more out of my bank.
What’s the best way to
shop for a new place to put
my money?
Solution: Shopping for a
bank is as easy to do online
as shopping for books or
electronics. In fact, certain
sites cut through the sales
noise to present an over-
view of a variety of banks’
features. For instance,
FindABetterBank (www
.findabetterbank.com) asks
you three simple sets of
questions: your location,
your desired features, and
an estimation of your cur-
rent fees. Then it provides
you with a full list of
nearby branches. Sort by
estimated annual fees, per-
centage of preferred fea-
tures, closest location, or
the number of locations
within the area you speci-
fied in the first step (the de-
fault range is 5 miles). Even
if you’re happy with your
bank, put it to the test by
checking out this site. 

Sell Your Cell
Problem: I just got a new
cell phone. My old phone
isn’t really that old, but it
feels worthless. Do I just
throw it away?
Solution: Throwing away
electronics—that is, just

dumping them in the
trashcan—is not a good
idea. Collective Good
(www.collectivegood
.com), a mobile phone re-
cycling site, states that as
of 2007 there are more
than 750 million phones
waiting to be recycled in
the United States. If your
phone really is worthless,
this site can show you
where to donate or dis-
pose of your phone. How-
ever, if your cell is less
than two years old, it
might be worth at least a
little lunch money. Find
out how much cash you
can get at SellMyOld-
CellPhone (sellmyoldcell
phone.com). This site in-
stantly offers you a price
for your working phone.
They will even send you a
postage-paid label to use
when sending them your
old mobile. Of course,
there are conditions for
the sale (be sure to read
the terms and FAQ), but
if you already wrote the
phone off, anything you
can get for it is a bonus. 

Using Twitter To Quit
Problem: What kind of
help can I find online for
quitting smoking?
Solution: There are a lot
of tools online to help
people kick their smoking

habits. A rather funny one
we found is called Qwitter
(qwitter.tobaccofreeflorida
.com). Brought to you, as
the URL suggests, by To-
bacco Free Florida, this
service is essentially a way
to use the free Twitter so-
cial networking service to
post daily updates (how
many cigarettes you
smoked today, how you’re
feeling about your pro-
gress, etc.) to a Web page
that charts your success,
which you can then share
with friends and family 
for support. 

Write Without
Distractions
Problem: I have so much
stuff going on with my
computer Desktop, from
gadgets and palette menus
to toolbars at the top 
and bottom of my screen,
it’s hard to focus when I
need to sit down and
write something. 
Solution: Some folks are
rebelling against the fea-
ture bloat of programs
such as Microsoft Word by
using stripped-down text
editors such as Notepad.

This minimalist approach
is well-suited to online ap-
plications, and several
have popped up to fill the
need, such as the site
Writer (writer.bighuge
labs.com). Another inter-
esting feature is full-screen
mode (F11 for PC users),
which keeps your eyes
from wandering over to
that other window tucked
in the background. 

Easier Passwords
Problem: I’ve read a lot 
of tips on generating
stronger passwords, but
how about ones that are
easier to remember?
Solution: Good pass-
words don’t have to be
hard to remember. Take
Password Bird (password
bird.com), for example.
Type in a special name,
word, and date, and you’ll
get a password that makes
sense to you and no one
else. When we entered
“Smart,” “Computing,”
and a date in 2008 we 
got these options:
sma08ing, com08ing,
smacom08, and com-
2008art. Good luck. ❙❙

PLUGGED IN

WEB TIPS Enhance Your Time Online

Let the Password Bird make a memorable password for you.

Quit smoking by using Twitter? Maybe it is that easy.
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The-picnic-site.com
www.the-picnic-site.com

Picnics are the quintessential sum-
mer activity. If you’re looking for some
alternative picnic ideas, take a moment
to browse The-picnic-site.com. You
might plan a picnic party to celebrate
an engagement, enjoy a concert in the
park, or simply spend time under the
sun. The site supplies everything from
planning ideas to recipes to specific
themes, including Healthy Picnic,
Gourmet Picnic, or Romantic Picnic.
Click Picnic Resources and follow
some useful links for the right equip-
ment and outdoor games.

Barbecue With Me
www.barbecuewithme.com

Outdoor entertaining can be simple,
fun, and festive when you’re lingering
around a blazing BBQ pit and enjoy-
ing the flavors of your favorite grilled
meats. Barbeque With Me will help you
plan a personalized BBQ party; use the
Departments section to find supplies,
including lighting and tableware. Read
articles on party ideas, recipes, and the
proper spices. Each category features
user-friendly browsing to help you
choose exactly what you need for your
particular party.

Family-Reunion.com
www.family-reunion.com

Many extended families visit one an-
other only once a year, usually during
the summer. In order for relatives to
enjoy themselves at a reunion, some-
one has to plan a successful gathering.
Family-Reunion.com is one site that
can make these arrangements easier for
everyone involved. Use the Family
Reunion Checklist to jumpstart your
party planning. Select Organizing un-
der the Reunion Planner menu and
then click the link to Family Reunion
Checklist. The Activities category pro-
vides numerous games, contests, and
multimedia ideas. And if you’re in 
need of an imaginative theme, check
out the Themes section for specific in-
vitations, food, and decorations.

Backyard Steward
www.backyardsteward.com

In the summer, backyards turn into
the entertainment room, living room,
and kitchen. To accommodate all the
activity behind your home, stop at
Backyard Steward to stock up on out-
door entertainment resources. Select
Backyard Fun to see a list of games,
such as croquet, badminton, and
horseshoes. Backyard Steward is also a

shopping resource for patio furniture,
lighting, and other accessories. Follow
the Backyard Odds N Ends link to
browse for gadgets and gizmos that will
surely add more personality to your
summer entertainment spot.

Fun-theme-party-ideas.com
www.fun-theme-party-ideas.com

Every party should have a great
theme, whether it’s based on a birth-
day, holiday, or good times with
friends. Fun-theme-party-ideas.com
offers an unlimited supply of popular
themes, including a Hawaiian Luau,
Wine Tasting Party, and Neighbor-
hood Block Party. You’ll find guides
for the appropriate invitations, attire,
activities, music, and links to quirky ex-
tras, such as customizable piñatas. If
you’re looking for a Web site to spark
you party creativity, this is certainly the
place to start.

WaterPark Expo
www.waterparkexpo.com

When the sun is blazing and the air
is heavy, the only thing that spells relief
is water. At WaterPark Expo, you can
search for water parks in almost every
U.S. state. Click your state of choice on
the map to access a list of water park
locations, addresses, and Web sites.
Alaskan residents who want to get their
water thrills like the Lower 48 do have
an indoor option: H20asis Indoor
Waterpark in Anchorage. 

Celebrating Fourth Of July
www.celebrating-fourthjuly.com

Kick off the month of July with your
best Independence Day celebration yet.
Find patriotic decorations or throw an
Uncle Sam/Yankee Doodle party com-
plete with “I Want You” novelty invita-
tions and flag-shaped cookies. The
Fourth Of July Craft Projects section
will help you learn how to create a star-
spangled checkerboard. Those inter-
ested in learning about the history
behind this U.S. holiday can click
Fourth Of July History to read up on
the guidelines for displaying the na-
tional flag and facts on fireworks.

PLUGGED IN

F I N D  I T O N L I N E CCOOMMPPIILLEEDD BBYY JJOOAANNNNAA SSAAFFFFOORRDD
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Summer Fun 
In The Outdoors
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Finding the appropriate online group

to match your interests can be a mon-

umental task. So each month, we scour

the Internet to bring you the friend-

liest forums and most interesting blog-

gers the Web has to offer. This month,

we feature two blogs that will help you

plan casual and formal outdoor events.

The BBQ Report
www.bbqreport.com

Barbecue lovers, rejoice! There is a

blog out there just for you: The BBQ Re-

port. If you’re ready to move beyond the

standard steak and tong routine, be sure

to visit this savory blog for flavorful reci-

pes, grilling gadgets, and everything else

you could possibly need for the best

barbecuing experience. Not only will

you find reviews of sauces, rubs, and

top-of-the-line grills, but you can also

learn how to grill the perfect burger. 

Outdoor Wedding Blog
outdoorwedding.blogspot.com

Kim Knox Beckius, author of “The

Everything Outdoor Wedding Book,” is

also the originator of the Outdoor Wed-

ding Blog. Brides and grooms alike can

use the helpful tips for making the most

out of an outdoor wedding. Read about

how you can Webcast your outdoor

wedding or mix nonalcoholic cocktails

for your reception or find a bargain brid-

al gown. Click 100 Online Tools To Help

You Save On Your Outdoor Wedding,

so you can stay within your budget. 

“Couples are increasingly seeking to person-

alize their wedding celebrations, and selecting

an outdoor setting is one of their most dra-

matic options for differentiating their event

and ensuring it will be both visually beautiful

and memorable,” says Beckius. “My Out-

door Wedding Blog allows me to provide

continual updates as I discover new

outdoor wedding locations, en-

counter new outdoor wed-

ding ideas worth sharing,

and learn from wed-

ding industry 

professionals.”

Some of the best apples in the on-

line orchard are the free (or free to

try) programs available for down-

load. Each month, we feature high-

lights from our pickings. This month,

we celebrate summer with some fes-

tive downloads.

Printfree.com
www.printfree.com

Looking for a colorful way to pro-

mote your summer event? Check out

Printfree.com for assorted templates

of printable summer party cards. On

the main page, click Holidays in the

left column. Next, click Summer Par-

ties to access party invitations for

cookouts, picnics, and class and family

reunions. Each party theme includes

at least two colored templates avail-

able as half- or full-sized flyers with the

option of large print. The templates

also come in quarter-fold and plain

envelope cards. Create custom invita-

tions for a cookout, lobster bake, or a

large high school reunion.

If you’re in a patriotic mood, click

July 4th (American Flags Page) in the

Holidays section. Here, you’ll find U.S.

flag-related items; print your own

full-page flag calendar or customize

flyers for vote

signs. To print

colored letters

for large U.S.A.

banners, click

one of the indi-

vidual letters on

the lower right-

hand portion of

the page. ❙

PLUGGED IN
Find It Online

At Printfree.com,
you can create
easy-to-make party
invitations for all
your summer

events. If you’re hosting a casual cookout, simply
click the flyer template, fill in the text boxes, and
you’re ready to print.

S h a r e  T h e  W a r e sTThhaatt’’ss  NNeewwss  TToo  YYoouu
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B
ecause browser toolbars, such as the Google
Toolbar and Yahoo! Toolbar, are occasionally
bundled with popular software, chances are your

Web browser has one or more add-on toolbars. Browser
toolbars are designed to reduce the amount of navigating
and clicking you have to do by allowing you to perform
searches and run toolbar features from the Web page

you’re currently viewing. However, many plug-in tool-
bars include an overwhelming number of features and
can clutter the top of your Web browser. The plug-ins
can also make it challenging to differentiate between the
tools built into IE (Internet Explorer) and the features of
the toolbar. In this article, we’ll give a visual tour of the
features in IE and some popular toolbars.

PLUGGED IN

Take Control Of Your
Web Browser

Install, Locate & Configure Your Browser Toolbars

blank button to the right of an open tab, you can open a
new Web page in the same browser window. To the left of
the tabs, IE also features a Quick Tabs button that displays
thumbnails of all your tabbed browsing windows.

To the right of the tabbed browsing windows, you’ll find
buttons with drop-down menus for some commonly accessed
features in IE. The drop-down menu by the Home button
displays the title of the page that loads when you start IE and
offers an Add Or Change Homepage option. The RSS (Really

Simple Syndication) feed
button displays links to

your RSS feed subscrip-
tions. By default, IE7 also
includes a Print button, a
Page button (which lets

you manage how IE is displayed and more), and a Tools
button (which offers the same options as the Tools menu).

The Menu Bar

When IE7 was released, one the first changes users no-
ticed was that the Menu bar, which displays the File, Edit,
View, Favorites, Tools, and Help menus, was turned off by

Dissecting IE7

IE7 allows you to add and remove toolbars, but by de-
fault, several features are always visible. At the top of the IE
window, you see the IE Title bar, and it displays the title of
the Web page, as well as the Minimize, Maximize, and
Close buttons.

Directly below the Title bar, you’ll find several helpful fea-
tures for navigating the Web. On the left side, the Forward
and Back buttons let you move among your most recently
visited Web pages. The
field that displays the
URL of the current Web
page is called the Address
bar, and this is where you
type the address of a Web
page you want to visit. On the second line, you’ll also find a
search box, which provides a built-in IE7 alternative to the
search engine function found on add-on toolbars.

The bottom bar provides access to a number of the con-
venience features in IE7. The Favorites and Add To
Favorites buttons let you view and manage your Favorites
list. To the right of the Favorites buttons, IE7 builds in
some space for tabbed browsing windows. If you click the
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default. If you want to enable the Menu bar, click the
Tools button and select Menu Bar. 

Toolbar Installation 

The Google Toolbar and Yahoo! Toolbar are available as
free downloads from toolbar.google.com and toolbar
.yahoo.com, respectively. For the Google Toolbar, click the
Install Google Toolbar button, click the Agree And
Download button, and the Google Updater application will
finish the installation process. For the Yahoo! Toolbar,
click the Download Yahoo! Toolbar button, select Get

Yahoo! Toolbar, and click the Run button. The Yahoo!
Toolbar Setup wizard will guide you through the configu-
ration process.

To remove a toolbar, click the Start menu, select Control
Panel, and select Uninstall A Program (Add Or Remove
Programs in Windows XP). Select the toolbar you want to
delete and click the Uninstall button (the Remove button in
WinXP). If you only occasionally use the toolbar and want
to temporarily disable it, click the Tools button in IE, select
Toolbars, and remove the check mark from the toolbar. To
bring the toolbar back, click the Tools button, choose
Toolbars, and select the toolbar.

SpellCheck allows you to check the
spelling of the words you enter in Web
forms. If you want SpellCheck to automatically change the
mistakes it finds, select AutoFix from the drop-down menu.

The AutoFill tool allows the Google Toolbar to automati-
cally fill in data on forms using the personal
information you choose to store in a pro-
file, such as your name, address, or phone

number. You’ll be prompted to provide this info the first
time you click the button.

The AutoLink button lights up when
you enter specific content, such as an
address, package tracking number, or
vehicle number, and if you click the AutoLink button, which
changes, such as to Look For Map when there’s an address
on the Web page, the Google Toolbar will make the content
into a clickable link that gives you additional information.

Send To is a feature new in Google Toolbar 4,
and it’s designed to let you send links to Web
sites over email (via your Gmail account), text
message, or to your Google Blog. 

The Highlight button helps you find
the words on a Web page that match your
search terms. When you click the button, the
Google Toolbar will highlight any words you
entered in the Google Toolbar search field.

Configure The Google Toolbar

If you want to add features to the search toolbar, click the
Gallery button (located to the right of the Go button) and

Meet The Google Toolbar

Highlighted by the Google logo on the left side of the
toolbar, the Google Toolbar typically installs above the IE
bar that contains the Favorites buttons and tabbed
browsing windows. Not surprisingly, the first option in the
Google Toolbar is the search field, which offers the same
search features (including a list of search suggestions based
on popular and past Google searches) available at www
.google.com. Similar to other search engine toolbars,
Google Toolbar 4 includes a number of other features to
enhance your browsing experience, and you can also cus-
tomize the buttons on the toolbar. We’ll cover the default
features available in the Google Toolbar 4 and show you
how to add new buttons to the toolbar.

The News button loads the Google
News page, which updates by the
minute to keep you up-to-date on the
breaking stories. You can personalize
the Google News page to display only
the types of news that interest you.

Google Bookmarks is similar to
the Favorites list in IE, but the book-
marks are stored on your Google ac-
count, so you can log in and access the list from any PC

with the Google Toolbar.
The pop-up blocker utility helps

prevent pop-up ads from inter-
rupting your Web browsing experi-

ence. If the pop-up blocker is preventing content you want
to view, such as a flash video, you can temporarily disable
the service by clicking the pop-up blocker button.
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To remove a feature from the Toolbar, click Settings,
select Options, and remove the check mark from the op-
tions you no longer want on the Google Toolbar. If you
want to eliminate a button from the toolbar, select the
Buttons tab and remove the check mark next to the op-
tions you want to disable.

your Web browser will load the Google Toolbar Button
Gallery page. From the Toolbar Button Gallery, you can
pick and choose from hundreds of toolbar buttons designed
for use on the Google Toolbar. When you find a feature
you’d like on your Google Toolbar, click the Add To
Toolbar button next the listing.

Working With The Yahoo! Toolbar

If you prefer Yahoo!’s search engine or utilize Yahoo!’s
online services, the Yahoo! Toolbar is for you. The Yahoo!
Toolbar offers quick access to Yahoo! Bookmarks, Yahoo!
Mail, Yahoo! Games, and your My Yahoo! page. The
search provider manages to squeeze a bunch of features
into the thin toolbar, so we’ll tour the tools one by one
and show you how to customize the Yahoo! Toolbar.
Depending on your OS (operating system), the Yahoo!
Toolbar may have fewer or more buttons than we list here,
but you can reference the “Customize The Yahoo!
Toolbar” section to add or remove features.

The Y! button on the far left side of the
Toolbar provides you quick access to
Yahoo!’s news page.

The Search field generates results from the Yahoo! search
engine, and if you click the button with the magnifying
glass, you can limit your query to specific results, such as
Images, Shopping, or News.

The Web Search button directs your Web browser to
Yahoo!’s primary search page, but the Search field in the

Yahoo! Toolbar offers the same function-
ality, so you don’t need to press the Web
Search button to enter search terms.

The Bookmarks button allows you to import and manage
your Favorites via the Yahoo! Bookmark online service.

(You’ll need a Yahoo! ID to use this
service.) You can import the book-
marks from your browser to the on-

line tool and access the list from other PCs.
The Mail button alerts you to new messages from your

Yahoo! Mail account, and if you press the Mail button,
your Web browser will load Yahoo!’s
online email client. The drop-down
menu also offers Compose A Mes-
sage, Address Book, Calendar, and

Notebook links that take you directly to the corre-
sponding feature in Yahoo! Mail.

The My Yahoo! button takes you
to the My Yahoo! page. The My
Yahoo! feature allows you to create a custom Web page that
pulls content from Web sites offering RSS feeds, so you can
visit one Web page to keep up-to-date on the headlines from
your favorite news sites and other sources, such as blogs.

The Answers button features a drop-down menu that lets
you ask, answer, or browse questions
on the Yahoo! Answers service.

The Games button directs you to
Yahoo!’s extensive online gaming site. The drop-down

menu includes links to Yahoo!’s top ar-
cade, board, puzzle, and word games, and
if you want to purchase games, you can

click the Games On Demand option.
With the Anti-Spy feature on the

Yahoo! Toolbar, you can scan and
delete tracking cookies, viruses, and adware from your PC.
To run the utility, click the Anti-Spy button, select Run
Anti-Spy, and click the Begin Scan button.

Customize The Yahoo! Toolbar

From the Settings button (located to the right of
Bookmarks button), you can add, remove, and configure
most of the features of the Yahoo! Toolbar. To manage the
Yahoo! Toolbar, click the Settings button and select Add/
Edit Buttons from the drop-down menu.

The Yahoo! Toolbar will bring up a configuration page on
your Web browser, and in the Your Toolbar Buttons box, you
can see the features the toolbar currently has. To remove an
item, select it and click Remove. To add more features, select
the Button Gallery tab and pick a category that interests you
from the Select A Category drop-down menu. Click the Add
button next to listed item you want to put on your toolbar.

As you can see, toolbars offer a lot of features to improve
your browsing experience. And because the add-ons are
easy to install and remove, you won’t waste too much time
if you’re unsatisfied with the features it offers. ❙❙

BBYY NNAATTHHAANN LLAAKKEE

Smart Computing / July 2008 45



P
hony Web sites are nothing
new. Identity theft was one of
the first major security chal-

lenges of the Internet era, and Web-
masters have been fighting sites that
attempt to trick users for years. What
has changed recently is the sophistica-
tion and the brazenness of online
scammers. Phishing has become the
preferred tactic to separate the unsus-
pecting from their personal informa-
tion. Phishing today involves actively
seeking out victims (usually through
spoofed emails) in order to trick them
into providing passwords, credit card
numbers, or personal information.
Unlike old malicious sites, phishing
emails and Web sites today more ac-
curately mimic genuine sites. Getting
tricked by a phishing scheme can waste
time, cost money, and compromise
your personal information. We’ll help
you avoid those fates by becoming
adept at telling real sites from the fakes.

Email Tells

The most common exposure to
phony Web sites is via email. The
cheapest and easiest way for scam
artists to get you on their sites is to
send emails with embedded links that

lead you astray. Phishers make these
emails extremely realistic in order to
overcome your hard-earned skepti-
cism, and they send millions of them in
order to overcome your spam filters. 

The first thing to check on any link
in an email is the URL. We’re all fa-
miliar with the basic www.company
name.com address structure, but there
are other legitimate ways to structure a

URL. Fake Web site
operators take advan-
tage of that uncer-
tainty. Be suspicious
of addresses that in-
clude the company
name anywhere except
immediately before
the top-level domain
(such as .com, .net, 
or .org). A URL such
as paypal.somesite
.com doesn’t belong to

PayPal—it’s a subdomain of somesite
.com. Similarly, www.mycorp.com
/paypal is just a page on the www.my
corp.com site. You can’t look just at
the address displayed in the message,
either. In HTML (Hypertext Markup
Language) messages, you can easily
create a link to one site with text that
shows a different address entirely.
Hover over the link to see what address
it’s really directing you to. If the desti-
nation address isn’t the same as what’s
displayed in the email, you know
you’re being led astray.

Apply the same scrutiny to any
email’s sending address. It’s easy to
spoof a sender email name or address,
but red flags should go up if the
sender’s domain doesn’t match the site
they’re directing you to. Phishing
scams and virus writers can even hijack

or spoof email accounts from your
friends and family. Don’t blindly
trust anything. 

Site Vigilance

The bottom line is simple: Avoid
following links from emails. For most
well-known sites that require a logon
(eBay, PayPal, your bank, your email
provider), your best bet is to simply
type the address or follow a Favorite
you saved personally. Find other sites
from reputable search engines or, at the
very least, copy and paste URLs from
other sources instead of following the
links. Pay close attention when typing
addresses. Unscrupulous impostors oc-
cupy misspelled versions of  Web sites. 

Even when you’re careful about get-
ting to Web sites, you can’t stop paying
attention once you get there. Whether
you typed the address in yourself or
followed a trusted link, typos, viruses,
site hijacking, or simple confusion can
still land you in the wrong place. Pay
attention to the graphics and layout on
any site requesting a password, a credit
card, or any personal information.
Animated or flashing clip art should be
a warning, and not just as a sign of
questionable professionalism. Eye-
catching (even if hideous) graphics can

Keep It Real
Spot Fake Sites

PLUGGED IN

Treat any email with links as suspicious, even messages about 
auctions you’ve bid on or companies you regularly do business with. 
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act as a diversionary tactic meant to
draw your attention to the terrible de-
sign and away from the rest of the site.
In any case, do you really want to en-
trust safe electronic storage of your
credit card number to companies that
are too clueless to develop a profes-
sional-looking Web site?

Wherever you enter credit card or
personal information, train yourself to
check for encrypted (or secure) sites.
These avoid transmitting data in the

open, instead creating direct and en-
crypted connections between a browser
and a server. Internet Explorer denotes
such sites with a padlock icon on the
status bar or (in IE7) next to the Ad-
dress bar. Secure sites aren’t automati-
cally safe—the cer-
tificates required are
not hard to set up—
but scam artists are
less likely to bother
with the process.

External Checks

Plenty of compa-
nies promise to keep
you safe from phish-
ing scams, but no
filter is foolproof.
Nevertheless, you
should enable the
phishing protections
bundled with many
antivirus and firewall

software prod-
ucts. And check
out IE7’s Phish-
ing Filter (see our
sidebar). It adds
one more layer 
of security.

Regular updates to the software you
already have are vital to the overall
safety of your system. Visit Windows
Update and ensure that it’s set to up-
date automatically. In Vista, click Start,
All Programs, and Windows Update.
Then click Change Settings and make
sure Install Updates Automatically
(Recommended) is selected. In Win-
dows XP, click Start, Control Panel,
Security Center, and Automatic Up-
dates at the bottom of the window and
click the Automatic (Recommended)
radio button. You should also turn on
automatic updating for security soft-
ware. The vast majority of technical
loopholes exploited by scammers have
been closed, but without allowing up-
dates, you may not be fully protected.

Many legitimate Web sites join con-
sortia of third parties working to pro-
mote security and privacy online.
You’d probably recognize TrustE and
BBB (Better Business Bureau) “seals of
approval,” even if you’ve never paid at-
tention to what they mean. Companies
and sites that legitimately comply with
such certification programs should 

be considered safe.
However,  it ’s  no
harder to slap a fake
TrustE logo on a site
than it is to make a
fake company logo.

It sounds too easy,
but sometimes the
best way to make
sure you’re heading
to a company’s real
site is to search it out
online. Use results
from Google or other
reliable search en-
gines to gain confi-
dence that you are
finding a company’s
true online location.

But be careful about following any
sponsored advertisement links that
come with search results. Scammers
sometimes buy Google ads for fake
sites that appear alongside the real site
on sponsored search results.

In the end, no single precaution will
guarantee security. But by staying vigi-
lant and combining the tools available,
you can dramatically reduce your
chances of being tricked by fake sites. ❙❙

BBYY GGRREEGGOORRYY AANNDDEERRSSOONN
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IE7 Phishing Filter

MMicrosoft’s Internet Explorer 7,

preinstalled on Vista systems

and available as a free download for

WinXP, includes a Phishing Filter that

helps ferret out suspected fakes. To

make sure the filter is operating, click

Tools and hover over Phishing Filter. If

Turn On Automatic Website Check-

ing is an option, click it. If it’s not , the

filter is already on. The Phishing Filter

has three main elements:

1. IE maintains a list of sites known

to be legitimate, which the

browser checks as you load each

site. If the site is on the “ap-

proved” list, the browser con-

tinues as normal. 

2. IE will check sites not on its list to

see if anything appears suspicious.

If so, the Address bar will display a

notification that the site is suspect.

3. If you grant approval (you’ll be

asked when you visit a site IE

thinks is suspicious), IE will also

check each site against a list that

Microsoft maintains of known

phishing sites. If it finds a match,

you’ll receive a warning and an op-

tion to continue or close the site.

Even if you don’t turn on Auto-

matic Website Checking, you can

check sites manually at any time.

Whenever you come across a site

you’re not sure of, open the Tools

menu and select Check This Website

from the Phishing Filter submenu.  ❙

The familiar yellow padlock icon helps identify sites with security 
certificates and encrypted connections.

Online certification 
programs, like those from
the Better Business Bureau
and TrustE, provide a level of
reassurance but can be faked.
Confirm with the licensing
entity if you’re unsure.

Internet Explorer’s built-in Phishing
Filter, controllable from the Internet
Options dialog box, checks the sites you
visit against lists of known fakes.
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A Golden Celebration Extravaganza 

Mr. Modem (Richard Sherman) is an author, syndicated 
columnist, radio host, and publisher. “Mr. Modem’s Weekly
Newsletter” provides personal responses to subscribers’ computer
and Internet questions, plus weekly computing tips, Web site 
recommendations, virus alerts, hoax warnings, and more. 
For additional information, visit wwwwww..MMrrMMooddeemm..ccoomm..

Does Vista seem a bit more sluggish than WinXP? If so,
you may be running with less than a full head of steam. To
meddle with the pedals, click Start, Control Panel,
Hardware And Sound, and Power Options and change the

setting under Preferred Plans to High Performance.
Vrrrooooom! 

If you love the NASCAR logo-a-go-go look,
you’ll love the appearance of the AllMyFaves
(www.allmyfaves.com) visual directory. AMF
presents what it considers to be the best sites in
each of 42 categories. The categories are not
listed alphabetically, which would be helpful,
but AllMyFaves receives an “A” for originality
and utility. Try it a few times and it will grow

on you. Makes a nifty browser start page, too.  
Are you a victim of phalangeal distress? If you

feel that double-clicking is tedious, difficult, and
annoying (which happens to be the caption that ap-

pears under my yearbook picture), why not break away
from the pack, be your own person, and become a single-
clicker? To pass the word to Windows, go to My Computer,
Tools, Folder Options, and the General tab and select the
Single-Click To Open An Item (Point To Select) option, fol-
lowed by Apply and OK. Vista users, you’ll find Folder
Options by going to your Control Panel and Appearance
And Personalization.  

Most online catalogs are pretty much the same because
there are only so many ways to display merchandise, right?
Wrong. HEMA (producten.hema.nl) is a department store
chain in the Netherlands. Unless you’re fluent in Nether (er,
Dutch), you won’t be able to actually read the catalog, but
it’s one of the most innovative online catalogs I’ve ever seen.
When it displays on-screen, sit tight and wait for the action
to begin. Oh, and if you guessed that HEMA stands for
Hollandse Eenheidsprijzen Maatschappij Amsterdam, you
would be correct.

Coming up next month: Last March, after my columnar
rant about registration codes, I invited you to share with me
whatever has your cables in a knot. And did you ever! I re-
ceived a tremendous number of responses and have distilled
them down to your Top 10 PC Irritations. You won’t want
to miss it.  ❙❙

BBYY MMRR..  MMOODDEEMM

I
concluded June’s humble offering with a cryptic refer-

ence to this month’s special anniversary column. That
comment piqued the curiosity of readers everywhere,

and I was inundated with an inquiry.
“What anniversary?” you clamored
breathlessly. We can’t wait! is what I’m
sure you were thinking, though nobody
actually said that. 

It is time for your patience to be re-
warded (insert drum roll here): This is my
50th column! Thank you, thankyouvery-
much. I’m sorry that I can’t share with you
the celebratory frenzy that’s underway here at
Smart Computing HQ. Telegrams, balloons,
flowers, baked goods, well-wishers stopping by
my workstation—it’s truly overwhelming.
Rumor has it there will be karaoke in the lunch
room today, but I don’t want to get my hopes up. 

On this auspicious occasion, I want to extend my per-
sonal thanks and appreciation to the good folks at Smart
Computing for providing such a warm and welcome home
for my columns, to my editor Tara Simmons, her prede-
cessor Rod Scher; to Kate Kitchen, my journalistic mentor
and dear friend; and to you, beloved readers, who never fail
to respond to my invitations to share your favorite Web
sites, applications, tips, likes, dislikes, gripes, and grievances. 

Lastly, an appreciative tip of the Mr. M. fedora to
Andria Cogley for her kittilicious illustrations that accom-
pany every column. My brood, Willy, Nilly, Bertie, and
Lilly, look forward to each issue almost as much as they
look forward to crunchies. So, a heartfelt thanks to you all
for the past 50 columns; now onward to 100, and to this
month’s column!

If you have a favorite oldie application that won’t run
under Windows, the free DOSBox (www.dosbox.com) will
give it the boot. Hint: Read the tutorial. When all else fails,
DOSBox won’t.   

Have you ever wondered how other people fare on the
medications you’re taking? I haven’t either, but work with
me here. At askapatient.com, type in the name of your
med(s) and read what other prescribees have to say and
how they rate the efficacy of the medication.  

If you haven’t seen the Cactus Cuties (tinyurl.com
/2zysw6), you won’t want to miss this. Five extraordinarily
talented young ladies sing the National Anthem at a Texas
Tech basketball game. They so captivate the audience, you
can hear a pin drop. After hearing “The Star Spangled
Banner” mangled by so many “professional” warblers, it’s
refreshing to see it performed so beautifully. Crank up your
speakers and grab a hankie.    
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How To Get Rid Of . . .
You didn’t intend to, but somehow you managed

to download malware onto your system. It can
happen to anyone, but how do you get rid of it? If
your computer has been infected with a pesky
worm, virus, or other malicious intruder that
you don’t know how to address, check out
our How To Get Rid Of . . . sectioin in the
SmartComputing.com Tech Support Center.
You’ll find numerous articles on how to re-
move worms, viruses, spyware, adware, and
other nuisances from your system.

11.. Log in to SmartComputing.com

and click the Tech Support

Center link on the home page. 

22.. Once in the Tech Support

Center, scroll down to 

the Security & Privacy sec-

tion. Click the How To Get 

Rid Of . . . link.

33.. Click the link for the item you

are trying to remove. You will

then be taken to a full article

that provides a description of

the item and tells you how to

tell if it’s on your PC and how

to eliminate it. Some articles

provide helpful links to out-

side sources (Symantec, Mi-

crosoft, etc.) that can provide additional information to help solve your

problem. Check out these helpful articles today! 

Subscribers—make sure to add these helpful How To Get Rid Of . . . arti-
cles to your Personal Library by clicking the Add To My Personal Library
link in the upper right of the article. Simply log in and when you find an
article you would like to keep, click the Add To My Personal Library link
at the top of the page. Create as many folders as you like and keep your in-
formation organized and accessible.  

Smart Computing’s Fun Site Of The Day (May 1, 2008)

JigSawDoku

If you’re a fan of Sudoku, you’ll love JigSawDoku (www.jigsawdoku
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F
rom the feed-
back Smart
C o m p u t i n g
readers provide us, at least two

key insights are apparent concerning
their views on the health and welfare of
their PCs. One is that although many
readers are comfortable rolling up their
sleeves to perform preventive and
maintenance PC chores, many aren’t.
A second is that although many readers
are leery about tinkering with Win-
dows and hardware, many are interest-
ed in learning to do so.

The more PC-related maintenance
and prevention you can perform, the
fewer tech support calls you’ll make,
less hardware you’ll replace, and less
sluggish system performance you’ll put
up with. To help, we’ve compiled the
following articles for getting the most
life possible out of your PC.

Why Bother? 

Similar to a house, a PC is an invest-
ment. You wouldn’t neglect a hole in
your roof, and you shouldn’t overlook
a strange noise coming from a hard
drive or a steady stream of virus warn-
ings popping up on your monitor.
With some diligence and dedication,
getting at least three or more quality
years of service from a modern PC is
entirely realistic. 

“Preventative maintenance, such as
deleting, optimizing files, file size, appli-
cations used, retention, etc., are, in my
opinion, practices that at a minimum
should be an annual event, if not every

six months,” says Bruce Michelson, HP
North America lifecycle manager. “PCs
need to be configured in a manner that
anticipated, and to some degree even
unanticipated, applications can easily
be run on the devices. Adding incre-
mental disk or memory [later on] can
become costly and require expertise.”

In other words, a tip-top PC not
only benefits system performance, but
it also helps avoid replacing costly
components that may be beyond your
skill set to install. Michelson says good
preventative PC maintenance includes
such tasks as updating antivirus and
other installed software, as well as
keeping hardware drivers up-to-date.
“Many small enterprises and [many]
consumers sometimes forget that the
software is as important as the hard-
ware in best practices,” Michelson
says. “Removing unwanted or [unnec-
essary] software is an example of this.” 

Clean, Preen & Scheme

Beyond regularly updating software
and hardware drivers, maintaining
good system performance includes
managing shortcuts and deleting pro-
grams you no longer use. Regularly
deleting temporary files that Internet
Explorer amasses, organizing your
Desktop, reigning in programs that
launch at startup, and developing a
good backup plan are also important, as
is updating the BIOS (Basic Input/

Output System) when
certain performance issues surface. We
offer Windows Vista- and XP-related
tips in “10 Windows Maintenance
Tasks” (page 52). “Back To Basics”
(page 56), meanwhile, covers BIOS is-
sues, and “Safe Driver Habits” (page
64) addresses how to update hardware
drivers. 

Hardware-wise, maintenance in-
cludes everything from cleaning dust
from the PC’s fans, filters, and screens
to polishing your keyboard, mouse,
LCD, and peripherals. In “Bust The
Dust” on page 61, you’ll find how-tos
for beating dirt and grime, while
“Spotless Electronics” (page 68) in-
structs you on properly cleaning pe-
ripherals. Our definitive guide on
grounding yourself (“Get Grounded”;
page 66) will help avoid damaging your
PC’s components and injuring yourself
from electrical discharges.

When Enough Is Enough

No house will last forever. Neither
will your PC. Michelson says obvious
signs your PC’s lifecycle is ending can
include slow boot times, programs re-
sponding noticeably slower, frequent
antivirus messages, excessive calls to
help desks, and components no longer
available. Positively, Michelson says,
“every new PC in terms of generation
will consume less power and will be
much ‘greener’ than its predecessor.” ❙❙

BBYY BBLLAAIINNEE FFLLAAMMIIGG

Deleting temporary files
that Internet Explorer 
collects during your Web
travels is one way to keep
your PC running more
smoothly. Open IE’s Delete
Browsing History menu by
clicking Tools, Internet
Options, Delete.
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I f you’re in the midst of sweltering
summer heat and stuck inside,
there’s no better time to perform a

little Windows maintenance. We’re
not talking about installing double-
paned glass, but rather using the 
utilities built into Windows XP and
Windows Vista to optimize your 
computer’s performance, organize
your data, lengthen the life of your
hard drive, and prepare you (and your
data) for worst-case scenarios. In this
article, we’ll cover 10 maintenance
tasks that will help clean up your PC’s
digital clutter. 

1. Set A Starting Point

Because you may make some
changes to settings or programs on
your OS (operating system) in the
maintenance process, it’s a good idea
to set a System Restore point before
you begin. The System Restore utility
stores snapshots of your PC’s settings
and data, so if a problem occurs, you
can reset Windows to a functional
state. Note that System Restore won’t
delete files you’ve added to your
system, such as photos or documents,
but it will purge programs that you
installed and the settings you changed
between now and the restore point
you return to.

To set a restore point in WinXP,
select Start, All Programs, Accessories,

In WinXP, click Start, select All
Programs, and select the Startup
folder. Right-click the applications
you don’t want to start automatically
and click Delete. Next, click Start, se-
lect Run, type msconfig, and click OK.
Select the Startup tab to view the var-
ious utilities and programs that auto-
matically load when Windows starts.
The Command and Location columns
should offer you a good idea of
whether you want the item to run at
startup. For any programs you want to
disable, remove the check mark next
to the item, and when you’ve made
your selections, click OK. (Note that
disabling an application does not re-
move it from your PC.)

Vista users can click Start, select
Control Panel, select System And
Maintenance, and choose Perfor-
mance Information And Tools. Click
Manage Startup Programs, and Vista
will open the Software Explorer utility
of Windows Defender, which pro-
vides a detailed list of the applications
that automatically boot up in Vista.
Click the Show For All Users Button,
because otherwise you may be limited

Keep Your PC Healthy With Built-In Tools

System Tools, and System Restore.
Select the Create A Restore Point
radio button and click Next. Under
Restore Point Description, type a
name, such as before maintenance,
and click Create. 

To initiate a restore point in Vista,
click the Start button, choose Control
Panel, and select System And Main-
tenance. Click Restore Files From
Backup, select Create A Restore Point
Or Change Settings, and click the
Create button.

2. Clean Up Your Startup

You may notice that your PC takes
longer to start up than it did when
you first bought it. Applications are
often designed to automatically insert
themselves into Windows’ startup se-
quence, so the application is ready
when you need it. As the programs
loading at startup accumulate, the
longer Windows takes to load. To
clean up Windows’ startup, you may
need to perform a few steps to com-
pletely disable the programs from
loading at bootup.

52 July 2008 / www.smartcomputing.com



to the applications you can remove.
To eliminate a program from startup,
select the application and click the
Disable button.

If you want to delete the applica-
tion, click Start, select Control Panel,
select Add Or Remove Programs, and
then select Remove A Program in
WinXP or Uninstall A Program in
Vista. WinXP users will need to select
the application and click the Remove
button. If you use Vista, select the
program from the list and click the
Uninstall button. 

3. Organize Those Files

If you have trouble finding music,
photos, or documents because the
files are scattered across different
folders and directories on your PC,
take some time to organize the files
and folders in a logical hierarchy. For
instance, you could open Computer
(My Computer in WinXP), create a
folder titled Photos, and copy all the
folders with your photos into the
common folder.

With Vista’s built-in partitioning
abilities, you could also choose to make
one hard drive appear as two separate
drives. Dividing your hard drive is par-
ticularly useful if you need to reinstall
your OS, because you can move your
music, videos, and documents to an-
other drive and format the C: partition
without losing your personal files.

To partition a drive in Vista, click
Start, right-click Computer, select
Manage, and click Disk Management.
Each listed block represents a drive 
on your PC. Right-click the block 
you want to partition, select Shrink
Volume, and under Enter The Amount
Of Space To Shrink In MB, type the
amount of storage space you want in
the new partition. Once Vista shrinks
the volume, you’ll need to format the
partition and assign it a drive letter.

4. Tidy Up Internet Explorer

In the Tools menu of IE (Internet
Explorer), the Internet Options dialog

box allows you to main-
tain the security and per-
formance of IE. Select
the General tab and click
the Delete button under
Browsing History. From
the Delete Browsing His-
tory window, you can
purge files IE stores, in-
cluding cookies, form
data, and passwords, that
may pose a risk to your
security and privacy. For
instance, the Form Data
option allows you to
delete the information
you typed into forms on
the Web sites you visited.
If you’re looking to free up some drive
space, click the Delete Files button
under Temporary Internet Files. This
option lets you remove copies of the
Web pages, which IE saves so it can
quickly load Web pages.

The Programs tab of Internet
Options also offers a Manage Add-
ons tool that lets you configure IE
add-ons, such as toolbars, browser
helpers, ActiveX controls, and brows-
er extensions. Although most add-
ons are helpful, some tools may have
been downloaded to your PC without 
your knowledge by a virus or spy-
ware program. If you Web browser
starts acting slowly or shuts down 
unexpectedly, open the Manage Add-
ons tool and disable any question-
able services.

5. Update Your Applications

To improve security and func-
tionality, most programs offer an
“update” feature that allows the appli-
cation to search for and download the
latest version from the manufacturer.
Many programs can be configured to
check for updates each time you open
the program. For best results, make 
a list of the applications you regular-
ly use and, once a month, open the 
applications, select the update fea-
ture, and allow the application to up-
date itself.

If an application doesn’t offer an
integrated update option, visit the
manufacturer’s Web site and look 
for the Support or Downloads sec-
tion. Then, search for the updates or
patches that are compatible with
your application. 

6. Maintain Your Hard Drive

Applications sometimes create
temporary files that are no longer
necessary once you’ve closed the pro-
gram. As these “junk” files fill up your
hard drive, the longer it will take for
your computer to open files and per-
form security scans. Windows Disk
Cleanup utility is designed to locate
and remove the unnecessary files and
free up storage space on your PC. To
open Disk Cleanup in WinXP or
Vista, click the Start button, All Pro-
grams, Accessories, System Tools, and
Disk Cleanup.

In WinXP, Disk Cleanup will
search your hard drive and produce a
Files To Delete list that categorizes the
junk files on your PC, while Vista will
ask you to select a specific drive be-
fore scanning and then generate the
Files To Delete list. To select or dese-
lect a category, click the checkbox
next to the option. When you’ve
chosen the files you want to erase,
click OK and Yes. Note that WinXP
only runs Disk Cleanup on the system

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

System Restore lets you save the configuration of your PC, so
you can return your computer to a working condition if a
change causes a problem.
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drive where you installed your OS,
and if you want to use Disk Cleanup
on another drive, you’ll need to press
the Windows logo and E keys simul-
taneously, right-click the drive you
want to maintain, choose Properties,
and click the Disk Cleanup button.

After you’ve removed your unused
programs and junk files, it’s a good
idea to run Disk Defragmenter, which
is a utility that rearranges the data on
your hard drive so it’s easier to locate.
Both WinXP and Vista users can se-
lect Start, All Programs, Accessories,
System Tools, and Disk Defragmenter
to open the program.

Microsoft also includes a Check
Disk (abbreviated as CHKDSK) util-
ity to scan your hard drive for prob-
lems, such as bad sectors (portions of
the drive that can no longer hold
data) and lost clusters (an area of the
hard drive that the operating system
has mistaken as in use). To access
Check Disk, open Computer (My
Computer in WinXP) and right-click
the drive you want to check. Click
Properties and select the Tools tab.
Click the Check Now button under
the Error-Checking heading and se-
lect the Automatically Fix File Sys-
tem Errors and the Scan For And
Attempt Recovery Of Bad Sectors
checkboxes. Before you click the Start
button, close all open applications,
because otherwise the utility will re-
quest that you restart the computer
before proceeding.

7. Back Up Your Data

The OS and applications on your
PC can be reinstalled if your hard
drive crashes, but you’ll lose any
photos, important documents, finan-
cial spreadsheets, videos, and emails
you haven’t backed up. Both WinXP
and Vista include utilities to back up
your files, and you can also use the
Backup utility to restore the data,
should catastrophe occur. Note that if
you run Windows XP Home, you’ll
have to install the WinXP Backup
utility using your WinXP CD. After

you insert the disc, click Perform
Additional Tasks, select Browse This
CD, and navigate to the VALUE-
ADD\MSFT\NTBACKUP folder.
Double-click Ntbackup.msi to install
the WinXP Backup utility.

In WinXP, click Start, All Programs,
Accessories, and System Tools and click
Backup, which will launch the Backup
Or Restore Wizard.
Click Next, select Back
Up Files And Settings,
and then click Next.
At the What To Back
Up window, you’re
offered the choice be-
tween My Documents
And Settings, Every-
one’s Documents And
Settings, All Informa-
tion On This Com-
puter, and Let Me
Choose What To Back
Up. The All Informa-
tion On This Com-
puter option allows
you to create a re-
covery disc for your

PC, while the other options allow you to
configure what is and isn’t copied. Once
you’ve selected the files you want to
back up, click Next. Click Browse and
select a location to save the data, such as
to an external hard drive or your hard
drive (you can burn it to a CD or DVD
later on). Click Next and Finish to run
the Backup utility.

To run Vista’s Backup utility, click
Start and choose Control Panel, Sys-
tem And Maintenance, and Backup
Your Computer. At the Backup And
Restore Center window, you can
choose either the Back Up Files option
to copy specific files and folders or the
Back Up Computer option to create a
copy of your hard drive that can be
used to restore your PC after a system
crash. Select a location to save your
backup. Vista won’t allow you to save
the backup on the system drive where
the OS in installed, so you’ll need to
save the data on an external storage 
device, a secondary hard drive, or 
a partition of your hard drive (see
maintenance task No. 3).

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

Windows Defender features a Software Explorer tool to let you 
disable programs that load when Windows Vista starts up.

Disk Cleanup allows you to rid your hard drive
of unnecessary files that accumulate over time.
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Click Next. If you chose one of the
Documents And Settings options or
Let Me Choose What To Back Up op-
tion, the Backup utility will let you pick
and choose the types of data it will lo-
cate and copy. Click the checkboxes to
select or deselect the category and click
Next after you’ve made the selections.
At the next window, the Backup utility
offers How Often, What Day, and
What Time drop-down menus to let
you configure future backups. Click
Save Settings And Start Backup to
begin the backup process.

8. Update 
Windows Security Tools

With a built-in firewall and Win-
dows Defender (available as a free
download for WinXP; built into
Vista) to prevent spyware, Windows
includes a few security tools that
you’ll want to keep up-to-date to pro-
tect your PC from malware threats.
To update Windows Defender, click
Start, select All Programs, and click
Windows Defender. The antispyware
tool should automatically search for
new definitions, but if it doesn’t, you
can click the Help options arrow next
to the Help icon and select Check For
Updates. Click the Scan button to
search your PC for malware.

To keep Windows’ firewall current,
you’ll only need to enable automatic
updates on your computer. To do so
in WinXP, click Start, Control Panel,
Security Center, and Automatic Up-
dates. In Vista, click Start and select
Windows Update. Because neither
Vista nor WinXP come with antivirus
software, purchase an antivirus tool if
your PC doesn’t have third-party virus
protection. For more information 
on how to protect your PC from 

malware, see our May issue, “Protect
Your PC & Your Privacy.”

9. Adjust The Aesthetics

Vista’s Aero interface enhances the
appearance of your Desktop, but if
Vista seems slow, you can give up 
some of Vista’s visual effects to im-
prove performance. To do so, click 
the Start button, select Control Pan-
el, choose System And Maintenance,
and click Performance Informa-
tion And Tools. Under Tasks, select
Adjust Visual Effects. If you select 
the Adjust For Best
Performance radio
button, Vista will
turn off all of the 
visual effects. If you
want to improve per-
formance but retain
some effects, click
the Custom button
to pick and choose
from the list.

10. Create A
Maintenance
Schedule

If you have per-
formed the tasks we
have covered thus
far, you’re probably wishing there was
a way to automate the maintenance
process. WinXP’s Scheduled Tasks fea-
ture and Vista’s Task Scheduler feature
are ideal for the job.

In WinXP, click Start, All Pro-
grams, Accessories, System Tools, and
Scheduled Tasks. Double-click the
Add Scheduled Task icon and click
Next. At the next window, you’ll find
a number of utilities mentioned in 
this article, including Backup, Disk

Cleanup, and System Restore. You 
can also click the Browse button to
schedule a task for specific programs
on your PC.

The Task Scheduler feature of
Vista is a bit more complicated than
Scheduled Tasks, but the basic steps
of task creation are similar. Click
Start, Control Panel, and System And
Maintenance. Under Administrative
Tools, select Schedule Tasks. Click
the Create Basic Task option and
follow the steps in the wizard. You
can automate many more processes
through Task Scheduler, but the steps

require more space to cover than we
have here.

There’s Still More To Do

If you were unable to schedule au-
tomatic maintenance for a specific
task through Windows, consider cre-
ating a routine by using a monthly
checklist. Because Windows’ built-
in maintenance tools are only part of 
a computer cleanup, you can add 
tasks from our other articles in this
month’s feature package—including
updating your BIOS (Basic Input/
Output System), updating drivers, and
physically cleaning your PC—to your
to-do list. ❙❙

BBYY NNAATTHHAANN LLAAKKEE

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

To help you protect your data, Windows Vista comes with a Backup
utility that lets you copy specific files or your entire hard drive.
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M any people mistakenly be-
lieve that pressing the com-
puter’s power button causes

Windows to immediately begin load-
ing. In reality, a complex series of pro-
cedures is first carried out by one of the
computer’s most important, over-
looked, and misunderstood compo-
nents: the BIOS (Basic Input/Output
System, often called firmware).

Computers are like the human
body in that they are simply a collec-
tion of individual parts that have no
meaningful function until they work
together as an integrated whole.
Memory sticks are useless until they
can receive data from hard drives and
other sources, processors are useless
without memory sticks, and this circle
of codependency encompasses every
piece of vital hardware in the system.

A processor is often branded as the
computer’s “brain” because it performs
all of the advanced calculations soft-
ware requires—but that’s an over-
simplification. Just as your brain is 
divided into several areas that are all 
responsible for different tasks, the
processor handles higher-level tasks,
while the BIOS acts sort of like a brain
stem, taking care of low-level chores.
Your computer can func-
tion without an oper-
ating system (even
though it isn’t

much use without one), but it can’t
function without a BIOS.

What Does The BIOS Do?

The BIOS initializes all  of the
hardware necessary for the computer
to function at its most basic level and
also controls many important hard-
ware settings. It  recognizes and 
activates the PC’s memory chips,
processor, video output hardware,
drives (including the hard drive and
CD or DVD drive), and peripheral
ports (including USB, serial, and
parallel ports). It also manages all of
the major pathways that connect all
of those components and let them
communicate with one another.
Using BIOS settings, you can adjust
things such as the speed of the
memory and processor, the type and
speed of the connection between the
motherboard and the hard drive,
basic video card settings, and a
number of other important parame-
ters. Most people aren’t aware that
you can access a BIOS interface to
check or adjust these settings before

Windows loads, and we’ll discuss
that later in the article.

Another role the BIOS plays is 
to perform a POST (power on self
test) for hardware attached to the
motherboard. These tests can quick-
ly diagnose fundamental hardware
problems, such as memory chip fail-
ures, that are difficult to trouble-
shoot from within Windows.

BIOS Hardware

In the early days of computing,
BIOS data was stored on a ROM chip,
meaning the data couldn’t be erased,
added to, or otherwise modified. If a
manufacturer created a new BIOS re-
vision, the only ways to upgrade to it
were to have a professional physically
replace the BIOS chip (assuming you
could get your hands on one) or pur-
chase a new motherboard with the
updated BIOS already installed.

The BIOS chips installed in modern
PCs are superior to their ROM prede-
cessors because they use flash memory
to store data. This type of memory is
similar to ROM in that it stores data

How To Update Your BIOS
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even when no power is applied to it but
different in that you can use a process
called flashing to delete the exist-
ing BIOS data and replace it with 
an updated version. Flashing doesn’t re-
quire replacing any hardware or even
opening your computer’s case. Instead,
you download a BIOS update from the
manufacturer’s Web site, load it ac-
cording to the manufacturer’s instruc-
tions, and the old BIOS data is replaced
by the new data automatically.

A Scary Proposition

Unfortunately, a number of things
can go wrong while flashing a BIOS

that have the potential to corrupt the
BIOS, meaning your computer won’t
boot at all. The BIOS is responsible
for so many important tasks that 
the flashing procedure must go off
without a hitch. If you somehow
apply the wrong BIOS for your moth-
erboard or if the flashing procedure is
interrupted partway through the 
update, the motherboard is often 
rendered useless. The computer will
refuse to boot because either the BIOS
is sending unintelligible commands to
the attached hardware or there is no
BIOS to send commands at all. No
matter what happens, the results are

the same—none of your hardware
will initialize, and Windows will not
load. Sometimes there is a way to re-
flash the BIOS that will get things
running again, but often, you must
replace either the BIOS chip or the
entire motherboard.

Why Do It?

Although there are many poten-
tial pitfalls associated with BIOS 
updates, the good news is that bad
things rarely happen, and the benefits 
of keeping the BIOS up-to-date 
are great enough to justify the min-
imal risk you take when performing

the update. Because
the BIOS operates at
such a low level, 
any improvements
made to it can dra-
matically increase
the performance,
stability, and hard-
ware compatibil-
ity of your entire
system. And as new
products are re-
leased and new re-
visions of existing
technology appear,
often the BIOS has
to be updated to ac-
tivate support for
the new hardware.
Even if the version
of Windows you use

is compatible with a new technology,
your computer won’t support it unless
the BIOS supports it.

However, there is only so much a
BIOS upgrade can do. If a new video
card port is developed, for example,
you’ll need to upgrade to an entirely
new motherboard to use the tech-
nology, because the hardware in-
stalled on the motherboard limits
what the BIOS can do. That said,
checking for new BIOS updates
every six months or so and being
vigilant about installing them cuts
down dramatically on computing-
related frustration.

Update Your BIOS Step-By-Step

With several motherboard manu-
facturers incorporating a large num-
ber of (often customized) BIOSes into
their designs, there’s no such thing as
a standard BIOS upgrade procedure.
The tips provided in this article
should apply to most computers, but
if you see anything here that conflicts
with the instructions provided by
your motherboard’s manufacturer, al-
ways listen to the manufacturer. BIOS
upgrades are simple and straightfor-
ward but only if you follow the manu-
facturer’s instructions to the letter. In
fact, if you are confused or hit a dead
end during any of the following steps,
contact the manufacturer’s technical
support and ask for help. The tech-
nicians will be able to provide guid-
ance that is tailored to your PC’s
make and model.

Step 1: 
Check Your Existing BIOS

The most difficult part of this
procedure is figuring out the spe-
cific motherboard and BIOS revi-
sion your computer currently has 
installed so you can look for an 
appropriate update. Often, this in-
formation pops up briefly when you
turn on the computer, and you can
access it from the BIOS itself, but
the easiest way is to use a system
analysis program that gathers the in-
formation for you and makes it easy
to print. We’ll use Parmavex Ser-
vices’ excellent WinAudit (free; www
.pxserver.com) as an example for
this article. 

Download the program, double-
click the WinAudit.exe icon, and
click Here to perform the scan.
When the scan finishes, click System
Management on the left and write
down the BIOS Vendor, BIOS Ver-
sion, and Release Date values. Next,
click System in the System Manage-
ment menu on the left and write
down the Manufacturer (if available)
and Product Name.

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

WinAudit gives you a complete system analysis so that you have all
the information you need in order to search for an updated BIOS
(Basic Input/Output System) that is compatible with your PC.
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Step 2: Find The New BIOS

The Manufacturer and BIOS Ven-
dor information tells you what com-
pany Web site to check with for a
BIOS update. For example, our test
system listed Dell as the BIOS Ven-
dor, so we went to support.dell.com
to look for a BIOS update. Manufac-
turers often list the version numbers
of available BIOSes, so use the BIOS
Version data you copied down to
make sure any BIOS you download
has a higher number than the one al-
ready installed. The Release Date
value also helps here; if you see a
BIOS that has an earlier release date
than the one that is already installed,
don’t use it. In addition, if you see
more than one BIOS update listed,
only use the most recent one.

Often, the most useful entry is
Product Name, because most manu-
facturers let you look up available
BIOS updates using this information.
For example, at the Dell site, we were
able to enter the product name
“Vostro 400” to quickly find all avail-
able updates for that particular type
of machine.

If you are able to look for BIOS
upgrades using the computer’s serial
number, service tag, or similar ID
number, check the side of the PC 
for a sticker containing the number.
If  that doesn’t work, run a scan
using WinAudit and click the Sys-
tem Overview entry on the left .  

Write down the Se-
rial  Number value
and use that when
you search the man-
ufacturer’s Web site.

Step 3: Check
The Power

If the BIOS is only
installed partway and

a power outage prevents the rest from
installing, it is likely your computer
will refuse to boot, preventing you
from fixing the BIOS at all. Before
updating the BIOS, do everything
you can to ensure that power to the
computer won’t be lost during the in-
stallation procedure. If there’s in-
clement weather in your area, for
example, wait until a calm day to in-
stall the BIOS.

Ideally, the computer and mon-
itor should be plugged in to a UPS
(uninterruptible power supply) that
can provide battery backup pow-
er to the system for 15
minutes or more should a
power outage occur during
the install.

Step 4: Install The
New BIOS

Most manufacturers pro-
vide BIOS updates that
come with an installer utility
that does all of the hard
work for you. Generally, all

you need to do is double-click the
BIOS update file you downloaded,
click through a few confirmation win-
dows, and the update completes and
the computer reboots automatically.

The one thing you do need to do
in this situation is close all running
programs before updating the BIOS
to decrease the chance that some-
thing will go wrong during the shut-
down and reboot process. There
should be no running programs in
the Taskbar (other than the BIOS
update program), and you can right-
click many of the icons in the
System Tray and use the context
menu that appears to shut down
those programs (they should load
again automatically the next time
Windows starts). 

If your BIOS didn’t come with an
installation utility that works in
Windows, you’ll need to load the
BIOS using bootable media, such as a
boot CD, boot diskette,  or boot
memory stick. Normally, when you

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

Always search your computer manufacturer’s Web site for a BIOS update rather
than the site for the company that made the original BIOS. In our example, we
were required to search the Dell support site for BIOS updates.

Losing power during a BIOS 
update can ruin the BIOS chip, so

we recommend using a UPS 
(uninterruptible power supply),

such as this APC Back-UPS RS-1500
LCD ($224.49; www.apcc.com), to

provide battery backup power
while installing the BIOS update.
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boot the computer, it acti-
vates the hard drive and
Windows loads. Bootable
media lets you bypass the
hard drive and boot from a
CD drive, DVD drive, floppy
diskette drive, or USB
memory stick. Whatever is
installed on the boot device
is loaded instead of Win-
dows, and in this case, the
update software for the BIOS
is loaded.

Using bootable media can
be tricky because you must
first access the existing BIOS
and make some adjustments
so that the boot device you
want to use is accessed before
the BIOS activates the hard
drive. You also must prepare the
bootable media with the new BIOS,
which can be as simple as copying a
file to a floppy diskette or USB
memory stick, or as complicated as
using a burning application that
records the BIOS file to a recordable

CD or DVD. This is part of the
process in which you’ll have to follow
the manufacturer’s instructions ex-
actly to create the bootable media.

No matter what type of bootable
media you end up using, you will 
need to reconfigure the existing BIOS 

settings to change the com-
puter’s boot order so that it
loads the bootable media in-
stead of Windows. The BIOS
interface is often accessed by
pressing the F2 key or some
other function key immedi-
ately after turning on the
computer, but check the com-
puter’s documentation (or
look for a brief on-screen
message containing instruc-
tions after powering on the
computer) to find out what
the procedure is for your PC. 

Once you gain access to the
BIOS menu, find the entry
that displays the boot order
and use the arrow keys (de-
pending on the type of BIOS

you have, the mouse is usually dis-
abled) to move the bootable media to
the top of the boot order list. For ex-
ample, if the BIOS update is stored on
a CD, change the boot order so the CD
or DVD drive containing the update
disc is positioned in front of any hard

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

MMany hardware devices

besides the mother-

board contain BIOS (Basic

Input/Output System) chips

(often called firmware) that

define their basic feature set

and control their basic oper-

ations. For maximum perfor-

mance and stability, it is

important to keep those

BIOSes updated, as well. Keep

in mind, however, that every-

thing we discussed relating to

motherboard BIOSes applies

to these BIOSes also. Inter-

ruptions in the flashing

process or flashing a device

with the wrong BIOS can

make the device useless, and

oftentimes, repairs in this sit-

uation are impossible. Always

triple-check that you have

the right firmware for your

hardware and follow the

manufacturer’s instructions

to the letter to avoid ruining

your equipment.

Here’s a breakdown of de-

vices that typically include a

BIOS and what a BIOS up-

date can do for them.

RRoouutteerrss..  If you use a router

to share an Internet connec-

tion and create a home net-

work, firmware updates can

add new security features, in-

stall a new interface that is

easier to use, and increase the

range and speed of your wire-

less network connections.

PPrriinntteerrss..  Firmware upgrades

for printers can improve print

quality, make the printer use

less ink without decreasing

quality, increase printout

speeds, and sometimes fix

compatibility issues with a

particular operating system.

DDiiggiittaall  ccaammeerraass.. Upgrad-

ing a digital camera’s firm-

ware can correct sensor

problems, helping create im-

ages that are clearer or that

have better color balance.

The interface can also be up-

graded, new features can be

added, and existing features

can be improved.

DDVVDD  ppllaayyeerrss..  Many DVD

players let you upgrade

firmware if you use a PC to

burn the firmware onto a

recordable CD or DVD. This

can improve video quality,

change the interface or make

the existing interface more

responsive to commands

from the remote, or add 

new features.

VViiddeeoo  ggaammee  ccoonnssoolleess..  Even

video game consoles, such as

the PlayStation 3, Xbox 360,

or Wii, benefit from frequent

firmware updates. These im-

portant updates often dra-

matically improve the unit,

enhancing the interface,

adding new options to the

interface, and improving

audio and video playback

quality. The Play-Station 3,

for example, has an inte-

grated Blu-ray Disc player

that has received frequent

updates via firmware so it

can take advantage of all of

the many features found in

the latest Blu-ray discs. ❙

Most manufacturers provide a BIOS update utility, such as this one,
that runs directly from Windows and reboots the computer 
automatically once the new BIOS is applied.
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drives. Save the changes, make sure the
bootable media is in the appropriate
drive (or attached to a USB port), and
exit the BIOS; the computer should re-
boot using the new settings.

Step 5: Wait For The Reboot

You’ll know that the BIOS update
was successful if the computer doesn’t

have any trouble
rebooting after
the installation
procedure. If the
computer does
not boot, or if
you run a Win-
Audit scan and 
it shows that the
BIOS Version did
not change, then
contact the man-

ufacturer for advice.

Step 6: Adjust The BIOS

Often, when you update the BIOS, it
uses default settings that don’t neces-
sarily match the settings that are op-
timal for your installed hardware. In
Step 4, we discussed how to access the
BIOS interface, and you’ll have to do

that again after upgrading to make sure
that everything is configured properly.
Your manufacturer should have a list of
recommended settings listed in the PC’s
documentation, and if you’ve installed
any additional hardware since pur-
chasing the computer (particularly a
video card), the hardware manufacturer
may list recommended BIOS settings,
as well. If you changed the boot order
in Step 4, you should now change it
back so that the hard drive where
Windows is installed is listed first.

You must be extremely careful when
poking around in the BIOS interface.
Some of the settings there—particu-
larly the ones for the CPU and RAM—
can damage your hardware if they are
modified from their default values. If
you ever think you’ve made a mistake,
or if you accidentally enter a menu
that you don’t understand, immedi-
ately exit the BIOS interface and
choose the option that doesn’t save
any of the changes you made. When
the computer restarts, enter the BIOS
interface again. It’s better to discard
your changes and start from scratch
than it is to deal with the consequences
of an improper BIOS setting.

Smooth Sailing

Although updating the BIOS can
dramatically increase system perfor-
mance, be aware that the benefits
aren’t always noticeable. The update
may fix errors you never encountered,
add or enhance compatibility for
hardware you don’t use, or increase
performance so mildly that you aren’t
aware of it during day-to-day opera-
tions. Just remember that BIOS 
updates are often more useful for
heading off future trouble as they are
for fixing existing problems and enjoy
the smoother computing experience
that regular BIOS updates provide. ❙❙

BBYY TTRRAACCYY BBAAKKEERR
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HHardware you install

on a PC often

comes with a driver disc,

but don’t confuse driv-

ers with firmware. Driv-

ers act as translators,

letting Windows com-

municate with the hard-

ware installed in the PC.

Updating drivers can

provide many of the

same benefits that come

with updating firmware,

including improved per-

formance, bug fixes, and

increased compatibility,

but there are some im-

portant differences.

Unlike firmware,

botched driver upgrades

don’t have any effect on

the hardware at all. You

can simply uninstall the

driver (or delete all of

the related files), reinstall

the new driver, and the

hardware will work

again. While firmware is

installed inside the de-

vice itself (meaning the

upgrade will work no

matter what computer

the device is attached

to), drivers are installed

on the computer’s hard

drive (meaning you’ll

need to install drivers for

the hardware on each

PC that uses it).

The biggest difference

between drivers and

firmware is that firmware

works independently of

the operating system you

use, while drivers are op-

erating system-specific.

Firmware can be up-

dated no matter what

operating system your

computer uses (and can

even be updated if the

computer has no oper-

ating system installed at

all if you use bootable

media). Drivers install on

the hard drive and are

written with a specific

operating system in

mind, so a driver written

for Windows XP, for ex-

ample, generally doesn’t

work when you try to

use it in Windows Vista.

Always check the driver

description closely to

make sure it matches

your operating system

before downloading or

installing it. ❙

Use WinAudit after the BIOS update to double-check that the new version
number shows up.
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I nto every PC, some dust must fall.
It’s kind of inevitable. 

Dander, dirt, pet hair, you name it:
Your computer sucks it in but doesn’t
blow it out. Even cigarette smoke
wends its way into your PC, leaving a
residue of fine particles behind. 

Big deal, right? After all, the back of
your refrigerator looks as hairy as a
Muppet’s bedsheets, and it still keeps
your food cold. And your computer
runs just fine, dust-filled or not.

Well, yes and no. Your PC may be
working OK, but it’s certainly not run-
ning as efficiently as it could. Using the
fridge above as an example, dust on its
rear coils means that it can’t dissipate
heat as readily as it does when the coils
are bare. That means your refrigerator
has to run its compressor longer (and
use more energy) to maintain a cold
internal temperature. 

In a sense, your PC will suffer from
a similar problem if it’s choked with
dust inside. Its electronic components
generate heat, so the manufacturers

design them to radiate it using metal
heat spreaders (thin sheets of metal)
or heatsinks (finned blocks of alu-
minum and/or copper). The hottest
components, such as the CPU and a
few other high-performance chips, re-
quire not only heatsinks but also dedi-
cated fans in order to keep them cool. 

This system works well when your
PC is clean. As long as the
metal of its heatsinks, heat
spreaders, and hard drives
can shed their heat into the
air inside the computer
case and the PC’s intake
and exhaust fans move the
air through the system,
your computer can keep it-
self running within its pa-
rameters of temperature. 

The problem is that dust
acts as an insulator. Just as
a blanket can keep your
body heat from escaping in
the wee hours of the night,
dust traps the heat in the
metal and silicon parts of

your PC. It acts like a fuzzy blanket
on the heatsinks, chips, and drives,

which means that the parts will
run hotter than they nor-

mally would. Hot parts tend
to have shorter lives than com-

ponents that run cooler, which
means you might have to pay to re-
place an item or two that have died
before their times. 

Even if nothing breaks, there may
be a performance penalty with a 
hot PC. Most recent processors will
throttle back their operating speeds
when they get too hot. As an example,
your 3GHz chip might run like a
processor only half as fast. 

But that’s not all. When electronic
circuits get hot, they tend to resist the
flow of electric current through them.
This not only generates more heat,
but it makes the PSU (power supply
unit) draw more power from your

wall socket in order to make
your computer do the same
amount of work as it did
when it was running cooler.
That means higher power
bills and wasted dollars. 

Dust can hamper your
PC’s cooling in other ways,
too. Most computers rely on
fans to circulate air through
their cases. As a fan collects

Clean Out The Inside Of Your PC

Compressed gas canisters, such as
Memorex’s Air Duster ($6.99 for
10 ounces; www.memorex.com),
let you safely blow the dust out
of your PC.
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dust, its blades tend to become
encrusted with it. This causes
drag, which slows the blades
down. This slowdown, in turn,
makes the fan’s electric motor
work harder, which draws more
power and causes it to heat up,
thus increasing its electrical re-
sistance and generating even
more heat. A crusty fan won’t
last as long as a clean fan, and it
will run more noisily, too. 

The usual effects of heat build-
up in a PC include weird errors
that are hard to replicate when
you’re on the phone with Smart
Computing’s crack Tech Support
line—a free service to subscribers at
(800) 368-8304. With their random na-
ture, heat-related errors can make you
grind your teeth in frustration. In a se-
vere case, your computer might sponta-
neously shut down or reboot. (On a
side note, if your computer always shuts
down within a few minutes after you
turn it on, perhaps the CPU’s fan has
stopped working. Most modern moth-
erboards automatically shut everything
down when the processor exceeds a cer-
tain heat threshold.)

Get the picture? Dust is bad. In this
article, we’ll tell you the right way to
bust the dust in your PC and why the
wrong ways are, well, wrong. 

Clean It Out

Shut down your computer and
unplug its power cable. Remove
both side panels and the case’s front
panel according to the manufactur-
er’s instructions.

It isn’t a good idea to try and ply
your PC with traditional cleaning
tools. A dustrag or paper towel will
snag on expansion card edges and
solder points, and a feather duster will
get caught in heatsink fins and other
crevices. Using a vacuum cleaner’s
crevice attachment is definitely not a
good idea. A typical Hoover will hap-
pily slurp up motherboard jumpers
and stray screws. Much worse, it will
also generate tremendous amounts of

static electricity as it runs, which can
snuff out innocent circuit boards.

For most computer-dusting needs,
reach for a can of compressed gas
made expressly for the purpose. Com-
monly called “canned air,” products
such as Falcon’s Dust-Off ($9.99 for 

10 ounces; www.falconsafety
.com) and Kensington’s Dust
Blaster ($17.99 for 10 ounces;
www.kensington.com) actually
contain compressed propellant
gases, not air. For this reason, you
should open a window and extin-
guish any nearby candles before
you begin. 

Hold the spray can’s nozzle a
few inches away from the dusty
surfaces in your computer case.
Don’t get closer than an inch, or
you might cause condensation to
freeze on a sensitive component.
Spray the gas in short bursts; if
you just hold down the button or
trigger and wave it around, you’ll
not only waste the can’s contents,
but you’ll probably also make 
a cloud of dust that will settle 
all over everything. Move your
cleaning session outdoors if the
dust bunnies in your case have
multiplied like, well, bunnies. If

you find stubborn dust deposits, espe-
cially on the blades of the fans, use an
old toothbrush to dislodge them.

Try to hold the can upright, Falcon
says, as the propellant gases are com-
pressed into liquid form and may es-
cape if you tilt the can too far. Also,
Falcon recommends against spraying
its gas on your skin. As the pressurized
gas escapes the nozzle, it expands and

Slide, pop,
or unscrew the sides and fascia off your
computer case. In order to do a 
thorough dusting, you’ll need access to
all the fans, nooks, and crannies.

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

Blast the dust off of your PC’s fan
blades, heatsink fins, RAM heat
spreaders, and hard drives. And the
next time you add an expansion
card, first clean out the slot with a
shot of compressed gas.
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rapidly cools. (The sprays cus-
todians use to freeze chewing
gum for easy removal work
on the same principles.) Read
and heed the other cautions
on the can against inhaling
the gas, spraying it near an
open flame, shaking the can,
and so on. 

Alternatively, you can blow
the dust out of your PC using
the air compressor in your
garage, but only if there’s a
filter in the line that will re-
move moisture and tool oil from
the airstream. These are common con-
taminants in any compressor’s air, and
they won’t do your computer’s com-
ponents any good. Also, be sure to
turn down the compressor’s regulator
valve to a low level, such as 10 or 15psi
(pounds per square inch), so that you
don’t damage anything with too much
air pressure.

Filters

Some computer fans come with fil-
ters made of metal mesh, foam, or
cloth. Filters have the obvious advan-
tage of keeping the inside of your PC
much cleaner. On the down-
side, you need to clean them
every month or so to make
sure that they don’t become
an obstruction to the flow of
air through the PC. Just like
dust, a dirty filter can in-
crease device temperatures,
make the fans work harder,
and increase your PC’s over-
all noise level. 

You can remove most fan
filters by unclipping them,
sliding them out of rails on
one side of the fan, or unfas-
tening their screws. For quick
reuse, blow the dust out of
them with an air compressor
or a can of compressed gas.
To do a more thorough job,
clean them with soapy water
(except on a paper filter).
Rinse the filters well and let

them dry
thoroughly before you
reinstall them. 

Back To The Source

All told, it might take you five min-
utes to bust the dust in your desktop
PC, perhaps 10 minutes if you have fil-
ters to clean. Still, if you’d rather do
this less often, make sure that you occa-
sionally dust your computer room so
there’s less standing dirt for your PC to

inhale. Vacuum the floor around the
area, too, and carefully use a brush at-
tachment on the cables and power strip
behind the desk. The cleaner the sur-
rounding area, the cleaner the inside of
your computer will be. ❙❙

BBYY MMAARRTTYY SSEEMMSS
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IIt really does matter where

you situate your desktop

PC. Put it in the wrong spot,

and you could run into

problems and device failure

you might otherwise avoid. 

Many computer desks

have tall cubbies that are in-

tended to house a typical

PC’s tower case. The obvious

problem with putting your

computer inside a cubby or

cabinet is that it may suffer

from poor ventilation. Your

computer might be fine in a

doorless cabinet with an

open back, especially if 

the PC is a midrange or

entry-level model with front

and rear fans. If your PC is a

high-end, overclocked beast

with a hot video card, don’t

put it into a cubby. Likewise,

if your computer relies on

side intake or top exhaust

(blowhole) fans, a cabinet’s

cramped interior will prob-

ably interfere with the flow

of air through them. 

But let’s get back to the

main topic of this article:

dust and other debris. If

you have pets or you don’t

vacuum very often, it’s a

good idea to mount your

PC several feet off the floor.

The reason is that if your

computer sits near the car-

pet or flooring, its intake

fans will draw in more dust

and pet hair from the floor.

On your desk or in a raised,

open cabinet, the com-

puter might not inhale so

much debris. 

On the other hand, if you

live in a hot and/or humid

climate and you keep your

floor relatively clean, put

your PC on the floor. It

should run at a slightly

cooler temperature there,

as cool air descends and

hot air rises. ❙

Our Lian Li computer case had a
foam filter in front of the intake
fans. To remove the filter for
cleaning with soapy water, we slid
its metal housing upward a little bit.
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I f it’s not broken, don’t fix it,
right? We generally operate by
that old adage, but when it comes

to maintaining the health of your
computer’s device drivers, a little pre-
ventive care might be helpful. 

A missing or outdated device driver
is often the culprit when a computer
peripheral malfunctions, and often-
times, users don’t take action to check
for driver updates until a device stops
working. But there are times when
you should consider updating your
device drivers—even when all of your
tools are working properly. If you
have upgraded to Windows Vista
from Windows XP (or any other
Windows operating system), this is
especially important because some
manufacturers have been slow to 

produce Vista-compatible drivers,
and new updates for Vista are created
daily. This maintenance task has its
risks, as well as its rewards, however,
so it’s important to know which dri-
vers to update and when to leave well
enough alone.

What Is A Device Driver?

A device driver, or simply driver, is
software code that bridges the commu-
nication gap between a peripheral and
an operating system. Your computer
doesn’t “speak” the same language as
peripherals (keyboards, printers, serial
ports, disk drives, etc.), so a device
driver helps peripherals to operate
properly. Some device drivers come
preinstalled with your operating system

to help your com-
puter interact with

your peripherals from the get-go.
Furthermore, Microsoft has worked
with manufacturers to make sure that
device drivers are readily available. For
instance, when Vista was released, there
were more than 31,000 updated drivers
ready, as compared to the 12,000 that
were available when WinXP was first
released. Additionally, several new and
updated drivers are made available
daily through Windows Update, which
is now fully integrated with Windows
(see below for information on using
Windows Update).

Updating a driver can help prevent
device malfunctions and failures.
Checking for driver updates is impor-
tant because it might not be apparent
that your driver is outdated. And, by
not checking for updated drivers reg-
ularly, you could miss out on im-
proved features, new functions, or a
maintenance update intended to get
rid of some bugs.

To use Windows Update in Vista,
click Start, select All Pro-
grams, and click Windows
Update. Next, select Check
For Updates, which is lo-
cated in the left pane. If up-
dates are found, click View
Available Updates to see
which updated drivers are
listed. Select the driver you
want to install and then
click Install. 

Tips For Updating Device Drivers

Windows Update, located in the Windows Vista Control Panel, is
where you can check for any updated drivers.

The Device Manager lets you roll
back driver updates that caused
more harm than good.
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Sometimes, manu-
facturers release up-
dates for drivers that
can inadvertently in-
troduce problems if
your device is an older
model. If you update your device
driver and then start having prob-
lems with your peripheral, you can
roll back to the previous version of
the device driver. To do this, you
must be logged on as the adminis-
trator. In Vista, click Start and then
click Control Panel. Select System

And Maintenance and click Device
Man-ager. Double-click the category
your device driver is listed under
and then double-click the driver you
want to restore. Finally, select the
Driver tab and choose Roll Back
Driver. If there is no previous ver-
sion or if the previous version is un-

available, there will be no Roll Back
Driver button to click.

Keep It Simple

If you want to forgo having to
search for new updates, you can con-
figure your operating system to auto-
matically update your drivers when
recommended updates become avail-
able. Optional updates are available,
as well as updates labeled important
or recommended. Vista will not auto-
matically download optional updates
unless you go through a separate set
of directions to do so. In addition to
the important and recommended de-
vice driver updates, you will get the
important and recommended updates
for other components, such as soft-
ware programs.

To set Vista to check for recom-
mended updates, click Start and select
All Programs. Open Windows Up-
date and then click Change Settings
found in the left pane. Choose In-
stall Updates Automatically (Recom-
mended). Next, select the checkbox
for Include Recommended Updates
When Downloading, Installing, Or
Notifying Me About Updates and
then click OK.

Finally, there will also be many
times in which you won’t even need
to search for a driver when you are
using a new peripheral. Once the de-
vice is connected to your computer,
Vista will detect the hardware and
then quickly and automatically install
the correct driver. You will be notified
when installation begins (usually by a
pop-up box) and when it’s finished.
The best part is that you won’t have
to do a thing.

If you still aren’t comfortable with
the process of regularly updating
your drivers, there is little harm that
goes along with updating only when
a peripheral stops working. But keep
in mind that there are also benefits
that go along with maintaining up-
to-date device drivers. ❙❙

BBYY TTEESSSSAA BBRREENNEEMMAANN
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DriverAgent (www.driveragent.com)
DriverAgent is a browser plug-in that scans your computer for “bad” or outdated

drivers. According to the DriverAgent Web site, it has access to over 128,000 drivers

(and counting). The scan takes just seconds to perform and displays a list of all your

outdated drivers, along with up-to-date driver downloads (if available) from Driver-

Agent. To download the driver, just click the diskette icon in the Download column

next to the red X. This program is handy, especially if you are uncomfortable

searching for updates using Windows Update or configuring Automatic Updates.

You can use DriverAgent to get free scans of your system, but you must become a

member ($29.95) to utilize the driver update downloads. Overall, DriverAgent is a

safe and easy way to keep all of your drivers working properly.

WinDrivers (www.windrivers.com)
WinDrivers not only provides you with a wealth of driver updates, but it’s also a

great place to go to learn more about your computer’s components. It has a di-

rectory of hardware manufacturers where you can browse by product or manu-

facturer, along with an Antivirus Center, security update alerts, a Hard Drive

Center, a Networking Center, and more. You will need to register with Internet.

com (free of charge), but with a membership, you can receive a weekly email

newsletter full of technology news, Microsoft security updates, virus and driver

updates, and hardware reviews. Additionally, you get access to ebooks, white

papers, Webcasts, and more.

Windows Update will tell
you if there are any updates

and if the update is 
optional, important, or 

recommended. It also keeps
a log of recent updates.
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R ead enough articles regarding working on a PC’s interior,
and you’ll notice a common trait. No matter the project—be
it replacing a graphics card, installing a hard drive, or re-

moving built-up dust—nearly every article includes a warning to
protect against built-up static electricity before working inside a PC.
A second warning nearly always follows that failing to do so could
damage your PC’s components.

Where these articles differ is in how they tell you to ground your-
self. To that end, we offer this authoritative solution for grounding
oneself of ESD (electrostatic discharge). To help select our method,
we surveyed 10 employees at nine mainstream and custom PC, PSU
(power supply unit), and case manufacturers, asking each why
grounding is imperative and what method they use. You can read
in-depth answers from each builder at Smart Computing’s Web site,
www.smartcomputing.com. 

Reasons To Ground

Although methods differ, why you should ground yourself is pretty
much universally agreed on. The components inside a PC, in-
cluding CPUs, graphics cards, and RAM, are extremely sensitive
to ESD, which the human body can discharge. A discharge to an
ESD-sensitive component can damage or destroy it. System
memory errors, freezes, and BSODs (Blue Screens Of Death) are
a few issues traceable to grounding-related incidents. 

“Any time you touch an ESD-sensitive component without
properly grounding yourself, you run the risk of creating hard-
ware problems where there were none before,” says Ben

Smelley, Velocity Micro product development manager.
“CPUs, motherboards, memory, and PCI/PCI-E [Peripheral

Component Interconnect/PCI Express] cards are the most
vulnerable, but power supplies, optical drives, hard
drives, and anything else are still at risk.” 

Thomas Szolyga of Voodoo PC and HP’s Blackbird
division describes the im-
portance of grounding this

way: “Consider winter in
the Great White

North when
the relative

humidity

is 20% or less. Wearing rubber-soled
shoes, drag your feet across the carpet
until you get a really good static
charge. With your PC plugged in,
bring your finger close to the metal
chassis. You will see a quarter-inch or
more spark. That represents about
20,000 volts. The I/O [input/output]
pads on a typical microprocessor 
are protected to about 5,000 volts.
’Nough said.”

Matthew Petrie, a Falcon Northwest
technician, says the common “zap” felt
during a small ESD discharge takes 500
to 1,000 volts. “Through the course of a
normal day, most people will unknow-
ingly experience a large number of un-
detected static discharges of less than
500 volts. It’s important to note that
these smaller, silent discharges can
damage sensitive electronic compo-
nents. You don’t have to see, hear, or
feel the discharge to do damage.”

Greg Parlier, Voodoo PC manu-
facturing program manager, says 
photographs he’s seen at the micro-
scopic level from motherboard, sound 
card, and PCB [printed circuit board]
makers show, “It is very clear that an
over-current situation caused the
failure. . . .” Parlier adds, “I have seen
through research that even if the
component does not fail immediately,
it will fail early on because the PN [p-
type and n-type semiconductors]
junction has been weakened by ESD.”

Ways To Ground

Pro builders understandably go to
extremes to prevent grounding mis-
haps, using such measures as anti-
static, concrete, and rubber flooring;
antistatic mats and floor grounders
for shoes; antistatic tabletops; and an-
tistatic wrist, ankle, and foot straps.
Velocity Micro’s Smelley says, “A key
element commonly disregarded . . . is
humidity. Dry atmospheres lend
themselves to allowing electrostatic
energy to be accumulated. Adding a
humidifier to a room or production
facility is extremely beneficial in en-
suring ESD safety.”

A Definitive Guide To 
Avoiding Electrostatic Discharges
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For home users without such re-
sources, three prevailing approaches
to grounding include:
• Unplugging the PC’s power cord

from the electrical outlet and
touching a nonpainted metal por-
tion of the PC’s case

• Unplugging the cord and wearing
an antistatic wrist wrap

• Leaving the cord plugged in and ei-
ther touching a nonpainted metal

portion of the case or wearing an
antistatic wrist wrap

All but one builder we asked uses
antistatic products. For home users,
antistatic wrist wraps are the least inex-
pensive and most convenient option.
Wraps start as low as $3.50 at many re-
sellers. Six builders we asked recom-
mended unplugging the power cord,
while three recommended leaving it
plugged in. James Cash, Alienware’s se-
nior assembly supervisor, favors un-
plugging because, “There are several
incidents that can occur when working
on a unit while it’s plugged in. Com-
ponents can be damaged if a screw is
dropped inside the machine and the
component shorts out. Also, you could
be injured by touching a fan or burned
by touching a copper heatsink after it
has been running for a few minutes.”

Conversely, Parlier recommends
leaving the cord plugged in. “Utilizing
the case as a grounding point is only ef-
fective if the case is grounded. The
ground is provided through the third

prong of the power cord. Disconnecting
the power cord removes the ground and
greatly reduces the case’s potential for
absorbing static electricity. Or, more ac-
curately, it can only absorb a finite
amount of static electricity, as it cannot
pass it through to the ground.” George
Yang, an iBuyPower.com product engi-
neer, also prefers the cord plugged in
but adds, “You can leave it plugged in as
long as you remember to switch off the

power supply. By turning off the power
switch on the PSU, the case will still be
grounded through the power supply
and ground line of the power cord.” 

The Smart Computing Way

Of the three primary grounding
methods, we recommend wearing an
antistatic wrist wrap and unplugging
the power cord. Beyond being an in-
expensive option, wearing an anti-
static wrist wrap ensures you’re
grounded at all times, substantially re-
ducing the risk of damaging a compo-
nent vs. touching a metal part of the
case. Antistatic wrist wraps come in
corded and cordless varieties, though
cordless wraps are typically more ex-
pensive. Using a corded wrap involves
strapping the wrap around your wrist
and attaching a clamp to the case ac-
cording to the strap’s instructions. 

Before diving into your PC’s interior,
it’s good practice to back up your data
first. Additionally, wash your hands
with soap and water to help discharge

static electricity from your body. Avoid
working on carpeted flooring or thick
rugs. Instead, use a room with tiled,
wooden, or concrete flooring if pos-
sible. Also, avoid wearing clothing that
easily builds up static electricity and
place the PC on a clean tile or wood
table. Finally, turn the PSU’s power
switch off. 

If you opt against wearing a wrist
wrap, plant your feet firmly on the

ground and avoid shuffling them while
working. Before and frequently during
your work, touch a nonpainted metal
part of the case, preferably an area far
from the components.

Stay Grounded

As Josh Smith, CEO of Biohazard
Computer Systems, points out, wearing
antistatic wrist wraps or using other
antistatic products may seem akin to “a
pocket protector” or “über geekdom,”
but the effort is worth it. “Some choose
to follow antistatic policies, and others
do not, thinking they are too cool to be
bothered with them,” Smith says. “I
can tell you no one feels too cool when
he hears a little static ‘crack’ . . . and 
his $600 video card doesn’t work any-
more. It may be remote that you actu-
ally fry a component statically, but I
have seen it happen, and when it’s so
easy to prevent, it’s hard not to feel
[silly] afterward.” ❙❙
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S hiny, new electronic devices
don’t stay shiny and new for-
ever. After a short while, they

begin gathering dust, fingerprints,
and grease and start to lose that luster
that attracted you to them in the store
in the first place. However, there’s no
need to let the gunk accumulate; to
keep your gear as fresh-looking as the
day you brought it home, an occa-
sional cleaning will do the trick.

There are a few cardinal rules gov-
erning what you should and shouldn’t
use to clean your computer case, LCD
monitor, keyboard, and other devices.
First and foremost: Moisture is the
enemy. Never spray water directly on
your devices—this can short-circuit
components and create ugly marks on
LCD screens. If you must use liquid
to scrub something clean, use water,
rubbing alcohol, or a liquid specifi-
cally designed to clean a certain sur-
face and spray it onto a soft cloth 
first. Also, avoid regular household
cleaners and harsh chemicals such as
ammonia-based cleaning products;
while Windex may work wonders on
your windows, it can wreak havoc on
screens and the finishes on your gear.

Always make sure a device you’re
cleaning is unplugged before cleaning

it. This protects you from possible
shocks and helps prevent the device’s
components from being damaged.

And finally, though it may seem ob-
vious, check your owners manual be-
fore you attempt to clean anything.
There will most likely be some notes
regarding precautions to take, and it
may offer recommendations for spe-
cific cleaning products that you should
use on your device.

LCD Monitors

Looking at a dusty LCD is like
looking through dirty eyeglasses—
you don’t notice as dirt gradually ac-
cumulates over time. Then you give
them a little polishing, and suddenly
you can’t believe how clearly you can
see. If someone has written “clean
me” in the dust on your screen, it’s a
good sign that you need to clean it. 

Whatever the impetus may be,
when it’s time to clean your screen,
there is a right way and a wrong way
to do it. You can usually clean the
screen by doing nothing more than
gently wiping the dust away with a
dry, lint-free cloth. If there is a
smudge or stain on the screen (which
often is courtesy of a small child’s

hand or a curious dog’s wet nose),
and it won’t come off with the dry
cloth, moisten the cloth with a little
water. Never let any liquid remain to
air-dry; if you do use a damp cloth,
follow its use immediately with a dry
one. And as previously stated, avoid
using regular household cleaners. In
general, most cleaners should not be
sprayed directly on an LCD screen;
however, there are some cleaners de-
signed specifically for LCDs that can
be applied directly.

Peripherals

Computer peripherals are fairly
hardy and can withstand a good, solid
cleaning. Of the bunch, the keyboard
is the one that gets dirtiest the fastest.
Natural oils from your fingers, dust,
and crumbs from snacking all com-
bine to create a dirty keyboard. To get
rid of the bigger debris between the
keys, start with a few well-placed
bursts from a can of compressed air
(as discussed in “Bust The Dust” on
page 61). After dampening a clean,
lint-free cloth with water or isopropyl
alcohol, lightly wipe the keys.

Other peripherals, such as printers,
speakers, and mice, can be cleaned
with a damp, lint-free cloth, as well.
As always, avoid harsh chemicals, but
the outside plastic case of a printer
can handle some moisture, rubbing
alcohol, and some friction, so feel free

Put A Shine On 
Your PC Peripherals
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to use a little elbow grease to wipe 
it clean. If you want to clean the in-
side of your printer, use compressed
air, but if you need to deep-clean the
printer’s guts to fix a printing prob-
lem, you should consult your owners
manual first.

Depending on the type of speakers
you have, you should take different
cleaning approaches. If you have
wooden speakers, you can clean only
the wood part with furniture polish
(applied to a cloth first, not directly
to the wood itself); use a clean, dry,
lint-free cloth to wipe down the back
of the speaker and grills. For speakers
housed in plastic—or any plastic
case, for that matter—you can use a
cloth dampened with water or rub-
bing alcohol. Avoid solvents because
they can damage plastic casings. 

You can clean mice by wiping them
down with a water- or rubbing al-
cohol-moistened cloth. If there are

crumbs or dirt in the crevasses of a
mouse, try a well-placed puff or two
from a can of compressed air. If the
trackball on the mouse collects too
much gunk to work smoothly, you
can remove it from the mouse (just
twist and remove the ball cover) and
wipe it down with a cloth moistened
with isopropyl alcohol. While the ball
is out and drying, spray some com-
pressed air into the mouse cavity to
remove dust and debris. When the
trackball is dry, pop it back in. 

Laptops

People drag laptops through many
different environments, and as a re-
sult, the laptops collect more dust and
dirt and must be cleaned more often
than other, more sedentary devices.
Although laptops are composed of the
same basic outer components as their
desktop counterparts—plastic case,

screen, and keyboard—special care
must be taken when cleaning them. 

For example, if you inadvertently
spray water on your desktop PC’s
keyboard and ruin it, you’re stuck
with the price of a new keyboard.
However, if you do the same to a lap-
top’s keyboard, you’re also in danger
of damaging the guts of the computer
itself—the motherboard, processor,
and delicate circuitry all lie just below
the keyboard. 

Also, whereas some desktop moni-
tors may be glass CRTs (cathode-ray
tubes), laptop screens are always the
more delicate LCDs. You must take
the same caution when cleaning a lap-
top’s screen that you do when cleaning
any LCD screen.

Portable Electronics

Your digital music player, mobile
phone, and other portable electronics

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

Dust-Off LapPad $4.99; www.falconsafety.com 

This microfiber cloth serves triple duty. When placed between your laptop’s screen

and keyboard, it protects the screen from smudges. It can also be used as a nonslip

surface underneath your laptop, and you can use it to wipe down a dusty LCD screen.

PixelClean
Deluxe
LCD
Screen
Cleaning
Kit 
$19.95; www.pixelclean.com 

Everything you need to deep-clean your traditional or high-

gloss LCD screen is in this package, including travel wipes, a

microfiber cloth, and a spray that won’t harm your screen.

To beef up your electronics cleaning arsenal from an old T-shirt and a little water, consider some

of these products. They’ll help you keep all your electronics clean and protected.
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are the most vulnerable of all your
electronic devices to dirt. Many of us
wage a never-ending war against skin
oils on our mobile phone screens.
Others have devices with touch-
screens that cloud quickly when used
by anything less than dry, sterile 
fingertips. And, like laptops, as you
carry portable devices through dif-
ferent environments, they are prone
to crud collection. 

Keep your portable devices dry and
stowed away from dusty environ-
ments. To remove dust or dirt, you
can once again trust a few blasts of
compressed air. Those screens and
cases will come clean with a lint-free
cloth, too. 

An Ounce Of Prevention

We’ve given you tips on how to
clean your electronics, but there are
a number of ways you can protect

C L E A N  O U T  Y O U R  P C

your devices from dirt or harm in
the first  place.  Avoid moisture,
whether it’s rain or condensation.
Condensation occurs when you take
a device from a very cold environ-
ment to a warm one or vice versa.
For example, if you leave your mo-
bile phone in a cold car overnight
and drop it in your pocket when you
go to work the next day, you’ll get
condensation; to avoid damage, let
the device warm up and dry out for
a bit before you turn it on.

To protect LCD screens on your
computer or digital music player,
you can buy protective film. For
smaller screens, such as on digi-
tal music players, you can easily re-
move a film protector that has been
scratched or gotten dirty and re-
place it with a fresh one. For larger
screens, such as those on a desktop
monitor, it’s a little more difficult 
to cut the film to fit right, so you

probably won’t want to change those
as often. Although many protective
films are generic—that is, they’re
not precut for any specific device—
some are custom-made. For exam-
ple, a number of companies make
protective screen covers for specific
iPods. You can also check with a
product’s manufacturer to see if
there are protective films that are
custom-cut for your device.

Do your part to keep your gear
cleaner to begin with. Make sure
your hands are clean before you start
typing, clicking, or pushing buttons.
Don’t eat around your devices, as
this is an optimal source of crumbs.
And for portable devices, don’t let
them bounce around pockets or
purses where there is dirt, sand, or
anything else you wouldn’t want pol-
luting your electronics. ❙❙
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Kensington Dust 
Blaster Pro 10oz 
$34.99; www.us.kensington.com 

Dust Blaster compressed air

comes with a heavy-duty trigger

and a 3.5-inch metal nozzle for

more accurate dust elimination.

Klear Screen iKlear 
Apple Polish Cleaning Kit 
$24.95; www.klearscreen.com

This kit contains everything you need to clean your iPod

(or any digital music player), including microfiber and

micro-chamois cloths.

Shinza LCD Protective 
Laptop Film For Notebooks
$19.95; www.shinza.com 

These protective films will keep your screen safe

and clean. They don’t use adhesives, which can

leave residue on your screen. Although cut to

fit different sizes of laptop screens, you can

easily cut the film down to match any

size screen.
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I t may be a little strong to declare that no
workbook is an island. But many of today’s

Excel users have learned the advantages of con-
necting sections of workbooks or connecting
workbooks to other files and Web sites. 

You might, for example, want to hyperlink one
section of an Excel workbook to another when
users looking at a Quarterly Earnings cell may
want to examine the full set of data that produced
the bottom line. If you set up a hyperlink, users
can click the earnings cell (or part of a chart
showing earnings) at the top of the workbook and
jump to the supporting information contained in
cells farther down in the workbook. By setting up
multiple links at the top, you could let users jump
to the details on each regional office’s results. (You
could even insert hyperlinks in those sections to
take users back to the top of the workbook.)

This kind of hyperlink also works well for con-
necting to template files. Let’s say you use an Excel
workbook for company expense reports and that
employees submitting entertaining expenses must
fill out an additional document. Your expense re-

port template could in-
clude a hyperlinked cell
that says, “If submitting
entertaining expenses,
click here to create an
Entertaining Expenses
Justification form.”
Finally, Excel’s hyper-
links can lead to Web
sites or email addresses. 

Before you wade in-
to using hyperlinks,

note that Excel’s internal lingo differentiates be-
tween a hyperlink and a link. This article deals
with hyperlinks. Links, which Excel also calls ex-
ternal references, are typically used for more
complex data operations where you’re linking to
specific cells or cell ranges within another work-
book file. You can learn more about external ref-
erences by searching for “link” in Excel’s help file. 

Format Hyperlinks

Once you’ve decided where you want a hyper-
link and where it will lead, inserting the actual
hyperlink is simple. Pick the cell or graphical ele-
ment you want to serve as the hyperlink. Click

that element and then head to the Insert tab and
click the Hyperlink button. (You also can right-
click the cell or graphical element and choose
Hyperlink or just press CTRL-K.) 

The top of the Insert Hyperlink dialog box in-
cludes a spot to enter the words that will appear
in the blue, underlined text that universally rep-
resents hyperlinks. If you’re hyperlinking from a
cell that already has text in it, that text automati-
cally appears in this box and will be formatted as
a hyperlink. If you type new text into the Text To
Display box, it will override anything you had
previously entered into the cell. 

The dialog box also includes a button to add a
ScreenTip, which is the text that appears when
users rest their cursor over a link. By default, the
ScreenTip shows the file path for whatever you’ve
hyperlinked to. If you want, you can edit the
ScreenTip to provide a more plain-English mes-
sage such as, “Connects to Expense Policy.”

Set The Destination

With the appearance of the link itself set, it’s
time to indicate where it will point. The four but-
tons along the dialog box’s left side let you choose
an existing file, a Web page, a new document, a
place within the document, or an email address. If
you choose to hyperlink to a file, navigate through
your folders to find the one you’re connecting to. If
you’re jumping to a Web page, there are several
ways to enter its address. You can click the globe
icon in the dialog box to navigate directly to the
page in your Web browser. Or you can type the
page’s address in the box at the bottom of the di-
alog box or click Browsed Pages and pick the Web
address from among those you’ve visited lately. Of
course, you always can copy the address from your
browser’s address bar and paste it into this box.

If you choose to hyperlink to another spot in
the same workbook (it can be on any of the
workbook’s worksheets) or an email address,
click the appropriate button on the left and then
enter the cell address or email address. 

Once your hyperlink is in place, you can
change any of its settings (such as its ScreenTip,
where it leads, etc.) by right-clicking the link and
choosing Edit Hyperlink. ❙❙
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T here are times when you want to apply a
layout to a section of a Word 2007 docu-

ment that is different than what exists in the rest
of the document. For example, you may want to
shift from having a single column to multiple
columns in a newsletter. You can do this easily by
using sections. We will show you how to use the
various types of sections in this article.

Open a Word 2007 document with which you
can practice. The functions we need are in the
Page Setup group of the Page Layout tab on the
Ribbon. Click the word Breaks to see a list of op-
tions. Note that there are two kinds of breaks
listed: Page Breaks and Section Breaks. We’ll only
work with the latter in this column.

Section Breaks may or may not cause a page
break, depending upon which kind you use. The
Next Page, Even Page, and Odd Page selections will
all cause a new section to begin on a new page. The
Continuous selection will begin a new section on
the same page. 

Section Break Types

Section Breaks are
nonprinting, so they
don’t show up when
you are looking at a
document in Print Lay-
out. To see them, you
need to be in either
Draft or Outline view.
Choose one by clicking
the View tab or the

shortcut on the Status Bar at the bottom of the
window. If you can’t see the shortcuts, right-click
the Status bar and click View Shortcuts. 

The Next Page section break is useful when you
need to change fundamental page characteristics,
such as when you want to create an envelope. Click
Next Page and notice the dotted double line with
the words “Section Break (Next Page).” You can
now apply different attributes to the new section.
Page margins, headers and footers, paper size, and
other attributes can be changed. 

You can even change the page orientation from
portrait to landscape, for example, if you need to
place a table that is wider than it is high. Change to
Print view to see how the table will actually appear
when printed. End the section by creating another

Next Page Section Break and changing the orienta-
tion back to Portrait. 

The Even Page and Odd Page section breaks
work in the same way as the Next Page break de-
scribed above. The difference is that the next page
will be forced to be on an even- or an odd-num-
bered page, depending on your choice. This comes
in handy if you’re creating a booklet that has facing
pages. You can determine where each section be-
gins—on the left or right side of the booklet.

Continuous Breaks

The Continuous Section Break differs from the
others because it does not break to a new page.
Instead, it allows you to have different attributes on
the same page. Continuous Section Breaks can be
used for creating different column setups on one
page. You can’t change fundamental page attrib-
utes such as orientation as you can on a new page.

To see how this works, place the cursor in the
middle of a full page of text and between two
paragraphs. On the Page Layout tab, click Breaks,
Continuous. A dotted double line will appear as
before except with the words “Section Break
(Continuous).” Now click Columns and Two.
You are automatically switched to Print Layout
and shown the text in the new section in two
columns. The columns won’t line up at the
bottom if there are an uneven numbers of lines.

If you want to change back to one column,
even on the same page, simply repeat the process
but click Columns and One.

Switch back to Draft view by clicking the
shortcut on the Status bar. The columns aren’t
visible here as they are in Print Layout. 

How To Delete

You can delete a Section Break by selecting it, or
by placing the cursor in front of it, and pressing
DELETE. When you delete a section break, the text
in that section will inherit the characteristics of the
text above it. 

Section Breaks are an easy-to-use tool for
changing document settings within the same docu-
ment. Now you can put them to use the next time
the opportunity arises.  ❙❙
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I f you haven’t discovered Paint Shop Pro Photo
XI’s tool for creating slideshows, well, frankly,

we aren’t surprised. It’s tucked away inside the
Organizer, and its name—Quick Review—doesn’t
begin to hint at how you can use this feature to
quickly and easily create and share slideshows.

Choose & View Images

Open the Organizer by going to the
View menu and selecting Palettes and
Organizer. Use the Organizer to select
which images you’d like to include 
in your slideshow. (Our January 2008
tutorial, which you can find on our
Web site, www.smartcomputing.com,
covered this topic.)

Click the Quick Review icon, which
looks like a miniature screen, located
in the row of buttons at the top of the
Organizer. This action launches the
slideshow. By default, the photos will
display in full-screen mode, one at a

time, for five seconds each. Or, you can use the
buttons (from left to right, respectively) on the
on-screen control panel to return to the first slide,
view the previous photo, pause the slideshow,
view the next photo, turn on or off any audio as-
sociated with the files, and exit the Quick Review.

The real action, however, happens when you
click the Pause button.
This is where the tool
could be called “Quick
Edit,” because the addi-
tional options that pop
up in this mode allow
you to make a variety
of fixes to each photo.
Before you begin edit-
ing, though, keep in
mind that you’re edit-

ing the actual file and not just a duplicate file in the
slideshow. If you want to preserve the original, be
sure to copy it elsewhere on your hard drive before
you use Quick Review.

The edits you can make (the first four addi-
tional icons, in order) are Quick Fix, which ap-
plies a set of basic corrections to a photo, such as
color balancing and sharpening corrections;
Rotate Left, which rotates the photo 90 degrees

counterclockwise; Rotate Right, which rotates the
photo 90 degrees clockwise; and Delete, which
sends a photo to the Recycle Bin.

Another useful editing tool is the Show Slide
Information button, which contains an “i” in the
icon. Click this, and in the Slide Info dialog box,
you can change the file name, see when the photo
was taken, rate it by choosing a number of stars
from one to five, add a caption, and view file size
details. Click OK to close the dialog box.

You can edit more than the individual photos;
you also can edit slideshow settings. Click the
View Show Settings icon, located next to the
Show Slide Information icon, and the Show
Settings dialog box appears. If you find five sec-
onds too long or too short for each slide, enter a
different number in the Duration box. By default,
the slides fade into one another during transition,
but you can select Brush Stroke, Tiles, or other
options in the Transition drop-down menu.
Select the Include Captions or Include Motion
Effects checkboxes if you so desire.

Lastly, you can add music or other audio to
your slideshow. Select the Include Soundtrack
checkbox and browse your hard drive for a single
audio track. The dialog box will then display the
length of the audio clip, and you can ensure the
slideshow lasts as long as the audio by clicking the
Synchronize button.

Save & Share

Once you’re happy with your slideshow, you
can save it by clicking the next to last icon.
Choose a folder in which to save the file—you can
even create a new folder using the Create New
Folder icon—and enter a name in the File Name
drop-down menu. The slideshow must be saved
as a Snapfire Show, which is Corel’s free, propri-
etary digital photo software. Once the show has
been saved, which may take a few minutes, you
can email it to another user via the Share As Email
button. The recipient will need to have a Snapfire
viewer in order to see the slideshow.

One final note: Corel has released a patch for
Paint Shop Pro Photo XI, and some of the fixes
are enhancements to Quick Review. You can
download the patch at www.corel.com.  ❙❙
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W hen you’re preparing a PowerPoint slide-
show consisting almost completely of pho-

tos, simplicity usually rules the day. That’s why it’s
worth trying out PowerPoint’s Photo Album fea-
ture, which offers a setup that’s often easier than
inserting photos into a traditional slide show.
Photo Albums offer preformatted slides and fast
insertion of images, but they’re as flexible as regular
slides. You can add text or graphics and adjust the
slide transitions and timing. 

Quick Albums

To start a new album, click the Insert tab’s Photo
Album button and New Photo Album. To add
photos, click the File/Disk button and choose im-
ages from your hard drive (or other media) and
click Insert. If you’re adding multiple photos from
one folder, hold the CTRL key as you click each file
(or hold down SHIFT while clicking the first and
last files in a series) and click Insert. PowerPoint in-
serts all of the images into the slideshow. 

Next, choose the basic layout of your album. At
the bottom of
the dialog box,
click the drop-
down arrow be-
side Picture Lay-
out. Here you
can choose to
have one, two, or
four pictures on
each slide and
choose whether
or not to have 
titles. The next
drop-down list

lets you choose from a variety of frames, shadows,
and edges that you can add to the images. The final
box lets you add a theme to your album. Click
Browse to see a list of available themes. 

Once the album layout is set, it’s time to tweak
your photos. The controls under the picture pre-
view let you rotate images, adjust brightness and
contrast, move them up or down in the album
order, or remove them altogether. Boxes in the
Picture Options section let you add captions to all
photos or make them all black and white. 

Now click Create to turn your album into a reg-
ular PowerPoint presentation that you can edit like

any other, including adding background colors,
changing fonts, adding and removing images, and
adjusting other elements. 

Albums In Detail

Another (slightly more time-consuming) option
for creating albums is clicking the Office button’s
New option and Installed Templates in the re-
sulting dialog box. Choose either Classic Photo
Album or Contemporary Photo Album from the
middle of the dialog box. Once the photo album
template opens, you’ll notice it provides a much
slicker look than albums created the first way.
Several slides provide different arrays of photo
sizes, photo numbers, and caption blocks. You can
replicate entire slides or single photos that feature
formatting you like. Just copy and paste each item
into the appropriate spot.

For more slide options, click the Home tab’s
New Slide button (be sure to click the bottom
half of the button) to reveal a gallery of slide de-
signs, each formatted with colors and fonts to
match the slides already in the photo album. 

Now insert your own photos by clicking an
image on a slide (or a blank box on new slides you
added) and then clicking Change Picture on the
Format tab (or right-click and choose Change
Picture). This opens a dialog box you can use to lo-
cate photos on your hard drive. 

PowerPoint drops the photo in the placeholder’s
spot, formatting it like the placeholder—mostly.
PowerPoint applies the placeholder’s special frame
effects to the new image. You’ll notice, however,
that if you swap a black-and-white placeholder
image for a color image, it shows up as color on the
slide. If you liked the black-and-white look, click
the image and choose Recolor on the Format tab to
choose from grayscale, sepia, and a bunch of color
tints that can make photo albums funky in a hurry. 

To add captions, click a text block and add
your own words. You can adjust the text’s font
and size or add new text boxes as needed. To
change animations, click the Animations tab and
the Custom Animation button. To change transi-
tions, use the Animation tab’s Transition section.
With a few adjustments, you’ll have a personal-
ized, sleek photo album. ❙❙
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The real-world housing market may be experi-
encing a downturn, but online, real estate is
booming. A growing handful of Web sites catering
to house hunters makes it easier than ever before
to find a place to hang your hat.

Not only can you find basic listings online, but
competing sites now also offer detailed neighbor-
hood information, street-level views of properties,
and market analysis of similar recently sold
homes. Some sites even offer mortgage preap-
provals or the services of real estate agents.
There’s no better way to quickly narrow down
housing options than with the new breed of real
estate search engines. Just choose a region, choose
a price range, and click to see what’s available.

National Hot Spots

Redfin (www.redfin.com), which touts itself as
the first online residential real estate brokerage,
puts together a well-designed interface for finding
properties with actual real estate agents to help seal
your deal. Typically, buyers use the site to cus-

tomize their search
and then work with
a Redfin-affiliated
agent to schedule
home tours and as-
sist with the normal
agent duties: advice
on offers, negotia-
tions, inspections,
and closings. If you
would rather make
the offer yourself,
Redfin has its Direct
For Buyers service,

which lets you draft an offer using an online form.
A Redfin Direct Agent reviews the draft offer and
then follows up to help you tweak (if necessary)
and complete the requisite paperwork before sub-
mitting the offer to the seller. Redfin refunds two-
thirds of its sales commission back to the buyer.
Considering that Redfin currently operates in fewer
than a dozen markets—most at the high end of the
national average—that could turn out to be a nice
bit of pocket change. In fact, Redfin boasts an av-
erage commission savings of more than $10,000.

Other online options don’t charge buyers a
thing, relying instead on advertising. These sites

don’t offer professionals to help you. Instead, they
focus on compiling the most relevant data for
buyers looking to settle down. Two of these ser-
vices, Trulia (www.trulia.com) and Zillow (www
.zillow.com), are generating some buzz.

For nearly 75% of all homes in America, Zillow
offers “Zestimates,” or approximations of homes’
market value. Zillow comes up with its number
through public information, such as property
taxes, sales information, comparable sales, etc. It’s
not foolproof, and it’s not intended as an appraisal,
so it allows interested parties to add property infor-
mation, such as interior features, to better tailor the
Zestimate. But it does make a good starting point
and a way to quickly find comparables in a neigh-
borhood. Zillow also offers a mobile service for
home buyers out cruising likely neighborhoods.
Send an address to Zillow using your phone or
BlackBerry, and the service replies with a Zestimate
and other basic facts.

Trulia concentrates more heavily on number
crunching, comparing prices and popularity by
neighborhood, city, and more. It offers local
market trends regarding listings and sale prices,
among other analyses. Both sites did a good job
of locating recent sales we knew about but
couldn’t find in the city database, and both de-
liver aerial views and street-level maps of each
listing, helping buyers see the surrounding area,
including proximity to nearby schools or parks.

Local Online Engines

Some search engines focus on one specific metro
area and in doing so, can offer a lot more detailed
information about neighborhoods. TheBestHome-
SearchEver.com (www.tbhse.com), for example,
lets you search listings in the Washington, D.C.
metropolitan area, including Virginia and Mary-
land, and lets you narrow your search based on
proximity to the Metro, the city’s subway system.
It’s worth Googling your city and some key words
to see if there’s a real estate search tool such as this
in your neck of the woods.

Whichever alternative works best for your situa-
tion, there’s no question that the new generation of
real estate search sites takes a lot of the legwork out
of finding a home.  ❙❙
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As you can see, compact cameras are significantly smaller than

D-SLRs, making them highly portable and perfect for that im-

promptu photo session. The Olympus Stylus 840, for instance,

is just 2.2 x 3.8 x 0.94 inches (HxWxD) and weighs in at just 4.6

ounces. The Canon EOS 40D measures 4.2 x 5.7 x 2.9 inches

and weighs 26.1 ounces, not counting any other accessories

you might need to lug around,

such as extra lenses, an external

flash module, and a tripod.

Size & Weight

4.6 Ounces

Compact Camera
Image Sensor

T i d b i t s
Compiled by Andrew Leibman

Graphics & Design by Lori Garris

Compact Cameras vs. D-SLRs
W

hen shopping for a new digital camera these days,

you’ll have to do more than compare prices. For the

most part, all digital cameras fall into one of two 

basic categories: digital compacts (also called point-and-shoot 

cameras) and D-SLRs (digital single-lens reflex, which refers to

the camera’s ability to let you view the scene through the same

lens that captures that scene). Read on to determine the type of

camera that will keep you happily snapping for years to come.

Bigger is better with regard to digital

cameras and image resolution. D-SLRs

generally deliver higher-resolution im-

ages than their diminutive counterparts because they can accommo-

date a large image sensor. Compact cameras have achieved rather

impressive resolutions, but because the small bodies restrict the size of

the image sensor, these cameras can’t match D-SLRs for image quality

at the resolutions above 6MP (megapixels).

Resolution 

Viewfinder
The viewfinder on a D-SLR displays the scene you plan to photograph ex-

actly as it will appear in the final image. This lets you make extremely accu-

rate adjustments to the image based on what you see in the viewfinder.

Alternately, the viewfinders on compact cameras may show a slightly dif-

ferent image than what you’ll end up with after you snap the photo. For

compacts that don’t even feature a viewfinder, you’ll need to rely on the

display to frame and adjust the camera’s settings.

D-SLR Image Sensor
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Both compacts and D-SLRs feature optical zoom, or a “true zoom,” in which

the lens of the camera brings the subject closer without reducing image

quality. Digital zoom, on the other hand, just magnifies a portion of the

viewable screen using a mathematical best-guess, which typically results in

image degradation. Because most D-SLRs have interchangeable lenses, the

zoom capabilities of these cameras are only limited by the lenses available

for that particular model. 

Zoom Capabilities

D-SLRs typically feature fast startup times; minimal shutter lag; rapid contin-

uous shooting; and quicker, more accurate autofocus. D-SLRs also include a

slew of manual controls for light exposure and shutter speed, which let you

capture the scene exactly as you want it. Compact cameras commonly come

in multiple colors to suit your tastes, often feature limited movie-shooting ca-

pabilities, and include several preset shooting modes to help even amateur

shutterbugs take excellent photos in a variety of situations.

Extras

Compact cameras feature one of four

types of built-in lenses: fixed-focal-

length, folded-optics, retractable-zoom,

or fixed-zoom. Fixed-focal-length

lenses (common in camera phones)

can’t zoom. This requires you to get

physically closer to the subject to

take more detailed shots. Compact

cameras with folded-optics lenses

employ a zooming and focusing

mechanism that resides inside the

camera body. These camera types

are very small and light, but they

offer limited optical zooming capa-

bilities. The retractable-zoom lens

camera, such as the Olympus Stylus

840 ($249.99; www.olympusamer

ica.com), features a telescopic lens

that generally offers better optical

zoom compared to other compact

camera types. Fixed-zoom lenses are

not removable, and they do not re-

tract into the camera body when the

camera is off. These cameras generally

let you attach lens converters and dif-

ferent lenses to suit the subject matter

you’re shooting.

One of the biggest selling points of D-

SLRs is their ability to use interchangeable

lenses for different types of photography,

such as wide-angle, macro, and telephoto

lenses for panoramas, close-ups of near ob-

jects, and close-ups of distant subjects, re-

spectively. Although many D-SLRs, such as

the Canon EOS 40D ($1,499.99; www.usa

.canon.com), come with an all-purpose lens,

you can save money by buying a new

camera body and using lenses you already

own from an older SLR. Just make sure the

lens mounts are compatible between the

two cameras. Many D-SLR lenses and lens

kits can cost hundreds of dollars, so keep

this in mind when planning your budget.

Lens

26.1 Ounces
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SMARTCOMPUTING.COM

Computers, printers, and other devices are won-
derfully helpful tools—when they’re working.

But it’s frustrating when a computer won’t boot
up or a printer won’t, well, print! The only
thing more frustrating is not knowing where to
go to find answers. 

Now it’s easier than ever to find the infor-
mation you need by searching SmartCom-
puting.com’s Tech Support Center. Simply
type a word in the Search box, and you’ll find in-
formation on that topic from different areas of
the Tech Support Center, including Solutions
Knowledgebase, Security & Privacy Web Log,
Basic Troubleshooting Articles, How To Install,
and many more! Topics ranging from hard drives
and printers to the Blue Screen Of Death and that
pesky Red X are all covered extensively in an 
easy-to-understand problem/solution format.
Accessing this information is simple; here’s how:

11.. Go to SmartComputing.com and click the Tech

Support Center link. 

22.. Enter a subject in the Search box and click

Search. Avoid using words such as “problem” or

“malfunction” and use the Top Subjects links

whenever possible. 

33.. Read through each section to find numerous articles on your search topic. 

Subscribers, keep in mind that you can save all of the articles in your Personal
Library to use for future reference. Simply log in and when you find an article you
would like to keep, click the Add To My Personal Library link at the top of the
page. Create as many folders as you like in order to keep your information orga-
nized and accessible.

Smart Computing’s Tip Of The Day (April 27, 2008)

Keep ’Em Separated

If you regularly transport sensitive documents, rather than storing data on your

laptop or mobile phone, keep the confidential files on an external flash drive that

supports password protection and data encryption. USB flash drives and external

hard drives are more discreet than laptops and mobile phones, so the small de-

vices are less likely to get stolen, and you can carry the data on your person—in-

stead of a laptop case or checked baggage.

Search The 
Tech Support Center!

Web Sites

Spice up your daily Internet

browsing by taking a peek at

our daily Fun Site. You’ll find it

in the SmartComputing.com

Daily section on our home page.

Bonus Material

Cash in on

your bonus.

Smart
Computing
subscribers

have unlim-

ited access to arti-

cles from our sister

publications. Scroll to the

bottom of www.smartcom

puting.com for links to the

other technology guidebooks.

User Groups

Looking for a

way to meet

up with fel-

low com-

puter lovers?

Click the User Groups link on

our home page and then click

Find A User Group to search for

one in your area.
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It’s A Mute Point

After you make sure your disc isn’t malfunc-
tioning, check if your speakers are connected
correctly to the computer’s audio outputs.
Furthermore, you’ll want to double-check all
of your master volume and mute settings. 
To do this in Windows XP, double-click the
speaker icon in the bottom right-hand corner
of the Taskbar, and you will see the Volume
Control window. In both the CD Player and
Volume Control boxes, make sure that the
volume sliders are set at audible levels (halfway
or higher). Additionally, make sure that none
of the Mute boxes is selected. At this point,
you’ve at least ensured that the sound levels 
are normal. 

To check the volume controls in Windows
Vista, click Start and then click Control Panel.
Choose Hardware And Sound and then click
Adjust System Volume under the Sound section.
The Volume Mixer window will open, and you
should see volume sliders for Device and
Applications. Click and drag the sliders to view
the volume level percentages. If the speaker icons
show a circle with a red slash, click the icon so
the speakers are no longer muted.

Speak Up

Your PC can be a valuable multimedia re-
source when all systems are go. However, if
your CD or DVD doesn’t produce any sound
even after you’ve inspected all volume levels,
you’ll need to dig a bit deeper to find the true
cause of the audio problem. Your next course
of action involves an assessment of your PC’s
audio and speaker settings. 

In WinXP, begin by clicking the Start menu
and then selecting Control Panel. Select
Sounds, Speech, And Audio Devices. Next, click
the Sounds And Audio Devices icon; this
should bring you to Sounds And Audio Devices
Properties. Although you’ve already tested the
volume setting for the entire PC, select the
Volume tab to check the Device Volume to see
if the slider is near High and the Mute box is

TTEECCHH  SSUUPPPPOORRTT

WHAT TO DO WHEN . . .

T
here’s an exhilaration that accompanies the unwrapping of a
new CD or DVD. You anticipate hearing the familiar cadence
of your favorite music artist or expect that action movie to take

your imagination to new heights. But, your excitement can quickly
fade when you’re waiting to hear sound burst forth from your PC
speakers, and you get pure silence instead. We’ll help you troubleshoot
the crises you may be experiencing with the steps explained below.

Keep It Simple

Before you assume that your PC is broken, take a look at the disc
itself. You may see scratches, fingerprints, or other smudges that
could be preventing the disc from functioning properly. Check for
debris, such as dust, hair, or dirt, as well. To safely clean a disc, use a
clean cotton cloth and wipe from the center hole of the disc to the
outside edge, moving the cloth in a straight line—don’t wipe in a cir-
cular motion because this can add more scratches to the disc. It’s also
possible that your optical drive is dirty or isn’t operating correctly.
Insert the disc into another drive to see if it plays. If your disc works
in the second drive but not in the original, then the drive itself may
be failing and may need to be replaced.

You Can’t Listen To A CD/DVD
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unchecked. Now, go to the Speaker
Settings section. Select Speaker Vol-
ume and shift the sliders to High if
they are not already positioned there.
Click OK. When you return to Sound
And Audio Devices Properties, click
Advanced in the Speaker Settings sec-
tion. Use the Speaker Setup drop-
down menu to choose the type of
speaker configuration closest to what
your computer includes or what
you’ve added as an accessory. Now,
click OK to exit to the window and
click OK again to close out of the
Sounds And Audio Devices Proper-
ties dialog box.

Vista users will need to enlist a
slightly different approach to assess
speaker settings. Click Start, select
Control Panel, and click Hardware
And Sound. Under Sound, click
Manage Audio Devices. On the Play-
back tab, find the appropriate play-
back device you want to check, such
as the Speakers. Click the Speakers
entry and click Properties. In the
Controller Information section (on
the General tab), click the Properties
button. On the General tab, the De-
vice Status should say “This device is
working properly.” If the Device
Status says, “This device is disabled.
(Code 22)” or “No audio devices are

installed,” you’ll need to enable 
it manually. To do this, go to the
Hardware And Sound window via 
the Control Panel. Click the Device
Manager and then click the plus (+)
sign next to Sound, Video, And Game
Controllers. Your audio device will be
listed here. Right-click the device and
select Enable.

Find The Right Program

Once you’ve determined that your
audio settings are normal, you’ll want
to make certain that your system
knows where you want to play your
CD or DVD. In WinXP, click Start
and click My Computer. Under
Devices With Removable Storage,
right-click the icon and then select
Properties to open the optical drive—
this is the drive in which you’ve
placed your CD or DVD. Next, click
the AutoPlay tab. From here, you can
select a media type and an automatic
action you’d like Windows to per-
form. For instance, if you would like
Windows to automatically play a CD
in Windows Media Player every time
you place one in your drive, click the
drop-down menu to choose Music
CD. In the Actions box, choose Select
An Action To Perform and then select

Play Audio CD Using Windows
Media Player. Click Apply to appro-
priate these settings to the optical
drive. Click OK to exit.

For Vista, open the Control Panel
and click Play CDs Or Other Media
Automatically under the Hardware
And Sounds category. You will move
to a screen where you can modify the
AutoPlay settings for when you insert
different media or connect devices.
Next to Audio CD, click the drop-
down menu and select the action that
will play your CD in the program you
prefer. Perform the same steps in 
the drop-down menu next to DVD
Movie. Finally, make sure you select
the checkbox labeled Use AutoPlay
For All Media And Devices. Click
Save to apply these settings.

All Roads Lead To Drives

Although you have taken care of 
all the obvious dilemmas, there are 
a few other options you can try if 
you still can’t hear audio on your CD 
or DVD. Your DVD/CD-ROM drive
may still need to be enabled for digital
audio. To troubleshoot this problem
in WinXP, open the Performance
And Maintenance window from the
Control Panel. Next, select the System

The Windows Vista Volume Mixer indicates
whether your system audio is muted. Be sure
to keep your speaker volume at 50% or above
so you can hear sounds normally.

Select the best speaker setup for your system
in Advanced Audio Properties. Your audio 
settings may vary depending on if you’re
using stereo, laptop, or desktop speakers. 

The Windows XP Device Properties dialog box
lets you adjust the digital CD playback of your
DVD/CD-ROM drive. 
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icon, which will open the Sys-
tem Properties Window. Choose the
Hardware tab and then click the
Device Manager button. Here, you
should see the list of hardware devices
installed on your PC. Locate the
DVD/CD-ROM Drives entry. Click
the plus sign next to DVD/CD-ROM
Drives, and your drive will drop in to
view. Double-click this drive to open
its properties. Next, click the Proper-
ties tab. If you need to permit play-
back for your CD, click the checkbox
labeled Enable Digital CD Audio For
This CD-ROM Device under Digital
CD Playback. Click OK to exit the
Properties box and then close out of
the Device Manager. 

In Vista, open the Control Panel
and select System And Maintenance.
Next, click Device Manager to open
the list of your hardware devices.
Next, you’ll click the plus sign beside
the DVD/CD-ROM Drives to open
the specific drive in your computer.
Double-click the drive, and in the
Device Properties window, click the
Driver tab. Locate the Disable/En-
able button. If the button is labeled
“Disable,” then your drive is cur-
rently enabled. Clicking the Dis-
able button wil l  open a prompt
asking if you really want to disable

the drive.  Following these steps 
will ensure that the DVD/CD-ROM
drive is enabled.

There’s Always Another Way

The Windows Help And Support
Center might be your first or last re-
sort, depending on when you think
additional assistance is needed. The
WinXP Help And Support Center is
located in your Start menu; click it
to open the Help screen. In the Pick
A Help Topic section, select Fixing A
Problem. You’ll be led to a list of
possible problems you might en-
counter—choose Hardware And
System Device Problems. Next, click
Sound Troubleshooter under the Fix
A Problem category. From here, you
will answer a series of questions re-
garding the type of audio problems
you might be experiencing. Click
one selection only and continue to
the next set  of troubleshooting 
questions until  your problem is
solved or you’re directed to another
help preference.

In Vista, find Windows Help And
Support in the Start menu. Next, click
the Table Of Contents and select
Music And Sounds. Click Computer
Sounds and then click Troubleshoot

Sound Problems. Click I Can’t Hear
Sound From My Computer, and
you’ll be given suggestions of simple
things to check. If following these rec-
ommended steps doesn’t solve your
audio issues, you can click Ask
Someone Or Expand Your Search at
the bottom of the help window. 

The Get Customer Support Or
Other Types Of Help screen will 
direct you to three different cate-
gories:  Ask Someone, Other Re-
sources, and Microsoft Help And
Support Online. Windows Remote
Assistance finds someone who will
help you on an individual basis.
Select Windows Communities to
post a question or search for help
topics online. For technical assis-
tance, you can search Microsoft
Customer Support online.

Stop For Directions

Obviously, there are multiple pos-
sibilities as to why you can’t hear the
audio on the CD or DVD you’re at-
tempting to play. Before you throw
away any discs out of frustration,
take some time to work through
these steps. ❙❙

BBYY JJOOAANNNNAA SSAAFFFFOORRDD
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Windows Help 
And Support is a
great resource for
users who may 
need additional 
troubleshooting 
assistance.

You can control which program will automatically play your CD or DVD by
modifying the AutoPlay settings. This is one way to test whether a media
program is responding or if your disc is malfunctioning. 

Smart Computing / July 2008 81



M
icrosoft Word has long
been a productivity soft-
ware leader, and Microsoft

has done a good job over the years of
expanding its feature set while en-
suring reliability. However, with the
release of Word 2007 (the default
version we’ll use for this article),
Microsoft radically changed the in-
terface, updated its file formats, and
added new functions. 

The new interface and file formats,
along with some other quirks, are a
prime source of headaches for users
migrating from older Word versions.
We’ve included troubleshooting tips
for some of your operational ills.
Where appropriate, we’ve included in-
structions for Word 2003, as well.

Problem: When I save a file in
Microsoft Word 2007, older versions
of Word cannot open them.

Solution: The default format for
Word 2007 files, DOCX, creates a
compressed group of XML (Extensible

TECH SUPPORT

Markup Language) files, each of which
contains information about the docu-
ment. It is incompatible not only with
earlier versions of Word, but also with
other programs that have previously
been able to open Word files.

Users of Word 2003, 2002, or 2000
can open Word 2007 files if they install
the Microsoft Office Compatibility
Pack. (Visit www.microsoft.com/down
loads and search for Microsoft Office
Compatibility Pack For Word.) 

Optionally, you can use the
Save As option to save files in
DOC format, which is compat-
ible with Word 97 to 2003.
Users of other programs can use
a file converter such as Zamzar
(free; www.zamzar.com).

If you used features unique to
Word 2007, such as themes, ci-
tations, and equation building,
in your file, these elements will
not come through as expected
during format conversion, and
some information may be lost
permanently. Word 2007 will

restore as many features as possible
when you reopen a converted file, but
it cannot restore all lost formatting. If
you want to keep all functionality, save
two versions—one for Word 2007 and
one for users of other versions.

Problem: When I open files created
in earlier versions of Word, I do not
have access to all the features of
Word 2007.

Solution: Word 2007 has a new fea-
ture, Compatibility Mode, designed
to minimize compatibility issues be-
tween the 2007 release and previous
versions. Word 2007 switches to
Compatibility Mode when any of sev-
eral conditions exist, including when
you open a file saved in an earlier ver-
sion of Word. In this mode, Word
2007 will dim features unique to that
version of the program or revert to
earlier incarnations of features, such
as Smart Art, that have been im-
proved in Word 2007. When Word
2007 is operating in this mode, the
words “Compatibility Mode” appear
in the program’s title bar. 

To gain full Word 2007 function-
ality for older Word files, open them,
click the Microsoft Office button,
and select Convert. Compatibility
Mode will terminate when you save
and close an older Word file in
DOCX format and do not select
Maintain Compatibility With Word
97–2003.

How To Fix Common
Problems With . . . 
Microsoft Word

To enable users of previous versions of Microsoft Word
to read your Word 2007 documents without a special
download, save them in Word 97-2003 format.
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Problem: In Word 2007, the de-
fault Normal style appears to be
corrupt. It includes extra spaces
before and after paragraphs
and uses a font called Calibri in
place of Times New Roman.

Solution: You can reset Word
2007’s styles to the Word 2003
standards. To do this, select the
Change Styles option in the Styles
box. Mouse over Style Set to open
the menu and click Word 2003.
Select Change Styles again but
mouse over Fonts and select Office
Classic style.

To apply these settings to all
new documents by default, select
Change Styles one last time and
select Set As Default. If you decide
you want the Word 2007 styles
back, reverse the process.

Word 2003: This problem is
specific to Word 2007. However, if
you open a Word 2007 document
in Word 2003, it may import the
Word 2007 styles, including the
new Normal template. To reset
styles in Word 2003, select Styles
And Formatting from the Format
menu and select Custom at the
bottom of the pane that appears.
Click the Styles button at the
bottom of the Format Settings display
and click the Organizer button at the
bottom of the Style display. 

From this window, you can delete
styles in the current document or over-
write the default styles from the global
template, Normal.dot (overwriting
Normal will eliminate the Word 2007
style conventions). If you have over-
written styles in Normal.dot, you won’t
have this capability. However, if you
use the Search tool on the Start menu
to locate Normal.dot and rename it,
Word will replace it with the default
Normal.dot when you restart.

Problem: Documents will not print,
or the printed pages do not look 
as expected.

Solution 1: Printing failures occur
due to a number of reasons that may

not relate to Word. To exclude other
causes, try to print files in other (pre-
ferably non-Office) programs. If that
fails, the problem is likely outside
Word and the scope of this problem/
solution. If that succeeds, try printing a
simple (text-only) Word document.

If you are able to print a text-only
Word document, the current docu-
ment or one of its components may be
damaged. Cut and paste the document
into a new file and try to print it. If
that does not work, breaking the doc-
ument apart may locate the problem
(save a test file with a new name, first).
Graphics, macros, headers, footers, ta-
bles, section breaks, and merge fields
can all be problematic. Delete these se-
lectively to see if you can resolve the
problem. If so, re-create—or open
and resave—and replace the offend-
ing item.

TECH SUPPORT
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Solution 2: If the previous 
solution doesn’t work, try re-
placing fonts with others. To 
determine if any font is cor-
rupt, select all text (CTRL-A) and
change the font. If the document
prints, selectively replace fonts.
The easiest way to do this is by
using the Find And Replace tool.
Press CRTL-F to open the display
and then click the Replace tab.
Click inside the Find What dialog
box to insert the cursor. Click the
More button. Click the Format
button, click Font, and select a
font to locate and replace. Leave
other attributes, such as font size,
unchanged. Click OK and then
repeat the process but with the
cursor in the Replace With dia-
log box. Click Replace All to
change all instances of the trou-
blesome font. 

If a font is the problem, use an-
other font or reinstall it in Win-
dows. Reinstalling fonts is beyond
the scope of this article, but Mi-
crosoft offers an excellent article
on the topic at support.microsoft
.com/kb/314960.

If this does not resolve the issue,
it could be that the document is

corrupt. Refer to “Problem: A Word
document freezes or behaves errati-
cally” below for more suggestions.

Solution 3: If printing with a dif-
ferent Word document does not suc-
ceed, the problem may be with Word
itself. The easiest solution is to use
Word 2007’s built-in repair utility.
From within Word, click the Microsoft
Office button and select Word Op-
tions. Select Resources, click Diagnose,
and follow the on-screen prompts. (For
Word 2003, open the program, click
Help on the menu bar, select Detect
And Repair, and click Start. You’ll
probably need the Office or Word in-
stallation CD.)

If none of these suggestions works,
refer to the article at support.micro
soft.com/kb/826845 for more sugges-
tions including troubleshooting Win-
dows printing problems.

To gain all of Word 2007’s features in a document created in
an earlier version of Word, use the Convert feature.

If you don’t like Word 2007’s new default fonts, you can
change the Style Set back to that of Word 2003.
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RTF (Rich Text Format) or HTML
(Hypertext Markup Language) format,
which preserve some formatting. A
less-preferable option is TXT, which
will save only the verbiage, not any for-
matting. If you can convert and open
the document, copy and paste it into a
new file and perform whatever refor-
matting is necessary.

If you are not prepared to lose for-
matting, third-party Word document
repair programs may be your best
shot. Alternatively, you can look for
other versions of the document (no
guarantees you can preserve format-
ting). For assistance, refer to the sup-
port article available at support.micro
soft.com/kb/827099.

Word 2003: From the Start menu,
select Run and then type wordpad in
the Open dialog box. When WordPad
opens, select Open from the File menu.
On the Files Of Type drop-down
menu, select Word For Windows
(*.doc). Navigate to the problematic
file and try to open it. If you are able to
do so, save the file in RTF or HTML
format. Close and open the RTF or
HTML file, resave it as a DOC file, and
re-create any formatting you lost. 

Problem: A Word document freezes
or behaves erratically.

Solution 1: Word 2007 and 2003
both have Auto Recovery features to
attempt to restore a document if it (or

Word or your PC) crashes. How-
ever, extremely complex docu-
ments (especially those with large
amounts of externally formatted
content) can become corrupt.

Cut and paste sections of the
document, excluding inserted sec-
tion breaks or page breaks, into a
new file. When only the last para-
graph of the old file remains,
press CTRL-END and then press
CTRL-SHIFT-HOME to select
everything but the final paragraph
mark (where some formatting in-
formation is stored). Paste this
into the new file. 

Solution 2: If the problem con-
tinues with the new file, cut and paste
complex formatting elements such 
as tables, charts, and graphics into 
new, separate files and add them back,
one by one. When you replicate the
problem, you have found the problem-
atic element and should remove or re-
place it.

Solution 3: If the exclusions are too
numerous to manage, another solu-
tion is to save the file in a different
format, such as RTF, HTML, or pos-
sibly TXT, and convert it back to
Word. This generally strips out cor-
rupt formatting, but you will lose
some of your formatting. 

If you cannot open the document
after a freeze, refer to the previous
problem and solution. If you cannot
locate a document after a freeze, try to
recover other versions of the file using
the support article available at sup
port.microsoft.com/kb/827099.

This article has covered some of the
most common problems you’ll en-
counter while working with Microsoft
Word 2007 and 2003. If Word itself 
is giving you fits and the trouble-
shooting suggestions we offered don’t
resolve your problems, refer to the
Microsoft article available at sup
port.microsoft.com/kb/921541. Be
very careful when following these 
suggestions, though—they involve
making edits to system files.  ❙❙
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Problem: A Word document will
not open.

Solution: Word offers an auto-
repair feature that can usually re-
pair a damaged file that won’t
open. From within Word 2007,
click the Microsoft Office button
and click Open. (In Word 2003,
click Open on the File menu.)
Locate your document and click
it to select it. Click the Down
arrow next to the Open button
and select Open And Repair.

Solution 2: If that does not
work, try temporarily reducing the
document’s complexity. Open
Word 2007. On the View menu,
click Draft in the Document Views
section. Click the Microsoft Office
button. Click Word Options and select
Advanced. Under the Show Document
Content section, click the checkboxes
in front of Show Picture Placeholders
and Use Draft Font In Draft And
Outline Views. Under the General sec-
tion, select the checkbox in front of
Allow Opening A Document In Draft
View and deselect the checkbox in
front of Update Automatic Links At
Open. Try to open the document. 

Word 2003: On the View menu, se-
lect Normal. On the Tools menu, select
Options and click the View tab. Select
the checkboxes in front of Picture
Placeholders (in the Show section) and
Draft Font (in the Outline And Normal
Options section). Click the General tab,
and under General Options, deselect
the checkbox in front of Update
Automatic Links At Open. Click OK.
Try to open the document normally.

If the file opens (Word 2007 or
Word 2003), resave it with a new file
name. Use the steps in “Problem: A
Word document freezes or behaves er-
ratically” below to eliminate file cor-
ruption issues.

Solution 3: If the document does
not open, you can try to convert it to
another format using an online con-
verter such as Zamzar, as previously
discussed, or a compatible program.
(Word 2003 users should employ
WordPad; read on.) Best choices are

The Find And Replace feature makes it easy to replace fonts
that may be corrupt in a document.
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“M
y computer does every-
thing I need. Well, ex-
cept for . . .”

One of the wonderful things about
Windows (and Linux) desktop PCs is
the fact that you can customize virtu-
ally any part of them. From the power
supply to the processor to the USB
ports in the front panel, you can mix
and match parts from a huge list of
vendors. If your PC is too slow at cer-
tain tasks, you usually can speed it up.
And if it doesn’t support a particular
connection type or technology, it’s
likely that you can add it. 

That’s great news if you want to keep
using a perfectly good computer in-
stead of buying a new one. You can add
new ports (connectors for device ca-
bles) to support various kinds of hard-
ware, such as eSATA (external Serial
Advanced Technology Attachment) for
a fast backup drive or FireWire to allow
your camcorder to transfer video to
your system. And if your PC doesn’t
offer Wi-Fi networking or give you an
HDMI (High-Definition Multimedia
Interface) connection to your big-
screen TV, you probably can add such
capabilities by installing expansion
cards (third-party circuit boards). 

Ports

In order to add a particular type of
port to your PC, you need two things:
a place to physically mount the port on
the computer case, and the correct
kind of header (connector) on the
motherboard to attach the port’s cable
connector(s). If your motherboard
doesn’t have the correct header to sup-
port the type of port you want to in-
stall, such as a 9-pin header for USB,
you’ll need to install an expansion card
with the ports or headers you want. 

The most common place to add
ports is in the rear of the PC among
the expansion slot brackets. New ports

often come premounted on these L-
shaped, metal brackets. Of course, if
all of the expansion slots are already
filled, you’ll have to find somewhere
else to add ports, such as an unused
CD/DVD drive bay. Several manufac-
turers make bay-mounted port panels
you can install. Some sound cards
come with such front panels, too. 

Your computer might already have
top- or front-mounted ports, but
chances are that the aftermarket ports
you wish to add won’t physically fit the
available mounting holes. Front and
top ports generally must have extra-
long cables to reach the motherboard. 

If you want to add USB ports, you
can do so without even opening the
computer case. Simply buy a USB hub
and connect it to a USB port. 

Installing New Ports

Turn off your PC and unplug its
power cable. Open the side of the case.
Wear a grounding wrist strap or occa-
sionally touch a bare surface on a
grounded metal object to discharge any
static. (For detailed grounding instruc-
tions see “Get Grounded” on page 66)

If you plan to install new ports in
your case’s existing front or top access
panels, follow the manufacturer’s di-
rections to pop or slide off the case’s
lid. Note that you may have to care-
fully push or pry out metal punchouts
to make suitable holes for your ports. 

We installed a simple eSATA brack-
et in an unused expansion card slot.
Note that you won’t be able to install

How To Install . . . 
New Ports & Expansion Cards
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External eSATA hard drives don’t suffer 
from performance bottlenecks like 
USB or FireWire drives, so an 
inexpensive eSATA bracket 
is a smart upgrade.   
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an expansion card in a slot already
manned by a port bracket like this, so
in effect, you’ll be “using up” a slot.  

First, we used a Phillips screwdriver
to remove the slot bracket’s retention
screw. Next, we swapped the blank
slot bracket with our eSATA bracket,
keeping the cables inside the PC. 

Finally, we connected the cables to
unused SATA headers on the mother-
board (a SATA expansion card should
have the proper headers, too). SATA
is easy to hook up correctly (simply
look for a header that matches the ca-
bles on the bracket), but some other
types of ports attach to pin headers
that look similar to each other. Check
your computer’s or motherboard’s
users manual or the silkscreened la-
bels on the motherboard itself to
double-check that you’re attaching
the cable to the right header. 

Finally, close the side of the case,
plug in your PC, and enter your com-
puter’s Setup program, where you can
verify that the BIOS (Basic Input/
Output System) has enabled the ports
you just installed. If they’re disabled in
the BIOS, they won’t work. Typically,
you can access Setup just after the PC
starts. For a few seconds, the screen will
tell you to press DELETE, F2, or an-
other key to enter Setup; if you miss the
brief opportunity, wait for Windows to
load and then reboot and try again. 

In our Intel motherboard’s Setup,
we found the relevant setting under the
Advanced tab’s Peripheral Configura-
tion menu. (Your PC’s Setup will tell
you which keys to press to navigate.)
As our motherboard had two SATA
controller chips, and we had connected
our new eSATA ports near the sec-
ondary controller, we changed the
Secondary SATA Controller entry to
Enabled. (If you’re not sure which con-
troller runs which SATA ports, it may
not hurt anything to simply enable all
the SATA controllers. On the other
hand, some motherboards won’t boot
if you’ve enabled a SATA port without
a drive attached to it.) Most ports are
clearly labeled in Setup, although
FireWire may be called 1394. 

Finally, press the indicated keys to
save your changes and exit Setup. After
your PC reboots, allow Windows to 
go online and download the correct
driver for your new ports, if necessary. 

Expansion Cards

Also called daughterboards because
they plug into slots on the mother-
board, expansion cards give your
computer new capabilities and some-
times new ports, too. 

Today, if your PC has an unused
PCI (Peripheral Component Inter-
connect) slot, or a newer, faster PCI-E
(PCI Express) slot of the right size, you
can take advantage of the many expan-
sion cards on the market. PCI slots are
commonly cream-colored. Black PCI-E
slots, only available on motherboards
made within the last few years, are
skinnier and have lower profiles than
PCI. PCI-E slots also come in different
lengths, from short (x1) multipurpose
slots to long (x8 or x16) slots used for
graphics cards. Older PCs usually have
one or two brown AGP (Accelerated
Graphics Port) slots for graphics
adapters only. Before you buy an 

TECH SUPPORT
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Whether you’re adding a port bracket or an expansion card, first you
must make room for it by unscrewing a blank expansion slot bracket.

After we installed our eSATA bracket as shown, we plugged its cables
into SATA headers on the motherboard. 

Networking adapters, such as a 
Wi-Fi card or this Gigabit (1,000Mbps)
Ethernet adapter, are popular add-ons. 
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expansion card, verify the type you
need: PCI, PCI-E, or AGP. 

Popular options include networking
cards (wireless or wired), hard drive
controller cards (such as SATA, eSATA,
and/or RAID [redundant array of inde-
pendent disks]), and graphics/video
adapters (for home theater or gaming
use). It’s less common for users other
than audiophiles and gamers to add a
sound card, as many motherboards in-
clude decent surround sound today. 

Install A Card

Before you begin, visit the card
manufacturer’s Web site. Download
the latest driver for your operating
system (such as 32-bit Windows
Vista) and the specific model number
of your card (such as our TRENDnet
TEG-PCITXR Gigabit Ethernet adapt-
er [$14.99; www.trendnet.com]).
However, don’t install the driver be-
fore the card unless the manufactur-
er’s installation instructions tell you
to. It’s particularly important to
follow a graphics card’s instructions,
because if you don’t, you might not be
able to see anything on the screen. 

Hold the card near the expansion
slot you plan to use; this will show
you which L-shaped bracket to re-
move in order to accommodate the
bracket on the card. Remove the
blank bracket’s screw with a Phillips
screwdriver and pull out the bracket. 

Next, carefully line up the new card
in the slot, making sure that the tip of
its bracket doesn’t get hung up on the
rear of the case. You’ll probably need
to rock the card lengthwise (not side-
ways) as you press it into the slot, but
stop and check for obstructions if the
card doesn’t seat under modest pres-
sure. Once the card is fully seated, se-
cure its metal bracket with the screw. 

Finally, plug in and boot up your
PC. When Windows’ Found New
Hardware wizard pops up, follow your
card’s installation instructions to use
the wizard to properly install the card’s
driver. Note that some manufacturers
tell you to cancel out of the wizard and

install the card’s driver a different way,
such as by double-clicking an EXE file. 

Note that if you’re adding a graphics
card to a PC that’s been using graphics
integrated into the motherboard, you
may need to enable the AGP or PEG
(PCI-E graphics) expansions slot in the
BIOS Setup. After installation, connect
the monitor’s cable to the new card.
When the new graphics adapter is
working, re-enter Setup and disable the
integrated graphics feature. Similarly, if
adding a sound card, connect your
audio cables to the new card and dis-
able the onboard sound chip in Setup. 

Notebook Options

Laptops are compact and portable,
but their convenience comes at a price.
One of the limitations of a notebook is
the fact that you can’t upgrade all the
parts as you can with a desktop PC. 

On the other hand, most notebooks
allow you to add ports, network adapt-
ers, sound cards, and even external
graphics adapters through ExpressCard
or CardBus (also known as PC Card or
PCMCIA [Personal Computer Mem-
ory Card International Association])
slots along one side. ExpressCards and
CardBus/PC Cards come in different
sizes and thicknesses, so consult your
notebook’s users manual regarding the
types of cards it can support. 

Win-Win

Adding ports and expansion cards is
about making your PC usable longer.
Not only can ports and cards save you
money because you won’t have to buy
a new PC, they also can spare the land-
fill another discarded, old computer. ❙❙

BBYY MMAARRTTYY SSEEMMSS
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Common PCI slots are
cream-colored, whereas

faster, newer PCI-Express
slots are often black and 

low-profile. AGP graphics
slots are usually brown.

Rock the card 
lengthwise to seat it.
When it’s properly
seated, you’ll only see
the very tips of its
metal contacts above
the slot. 
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Adobe Camera Raw 4.4.1

Problem: Several newer digital cam-
eras, including the Canon EOS 450D/
Digital Rebel XSi, Fujifilm S100FS,
Nikon D60, Olympus SP-570 UZ,
Pentax K20D, Pentax K200D, Sony
A200, Sony A300, and Sony A350, were
not supported under previous versions
of the Camera Raw plug-in. 

Solution: Download the latest up-
date to Adobe’s Camera Raw plug-in.
Go to www.adobe.com, point to the
Downloads menu, and click Updates.
Under Camera Raw 4.4.1 Update,
click the Windows link. Scroll down
to the File Information box and click
the Proceed To Download button.
When prompted, choose to save the
file Camera_Raw_4_4_1.zip to your
hard drive. After the download is
complete, locate the file. If you have
Windows XP/Vista, double-click the
ZIP file to open it. If you have an ear-
lier version of Windows, you may use
a utility such as WinZip (www.winzip
.com) to unzip the file. 

Make sure that none of the following
programs are running: Adobe Creative
Suite 3, Photoshop CS3, Photoshop
Elements 6, and Adobe Premiere Ele-
ments. Right-click a blank space on the
Desktop, point to New, and click
Folder. Type a name for the fold-
er. Press ENTER. Double-click My
Computer, Local Drive (C:), and
Program Files. If you use the Camera
Raw plug-in with Adobe Creative Suite
3 or Photoshop CS3, double-click
Common Files, Adobe, Plug-Ins, CS3,
and File Formats. If you use the
Camera Raw plug-in with Photoshop
Elements 6, double-click Adobe,
Photoshop Elements 6.0, Plug-Ins, and
File Formats. If you use the Camera
Raw plug-in with Adobe Premiere
Elements 3, double-click Adobe, Adobe
Premiere Elements 3.0, Plug-Ins,
Common, and PSA. If you use the
Camera Raw plug-in with Adobe
Premiere Elements 4, double-click
Adobe, Adobe Premiere Elements 4.0,
Plug-Ins, Common, and PSA. 

In the folder to which you just navi-
gated, locate the file Camera Raw.8bi
and move it from its current location
to the folder you created on the
Desktop. Next, locate the new Camera
Raw.8bi file that you downloaded and
unzipped. If you use Adobe Creative
Suite 3 or Photoshop CS3, drag the
new Camera Raw.8bi file to C:\PRO-
GRAM FILES\COMMON FILES\
A D O B E \ P L U G - I N S \ C S 3 \ F I L E  
FORMATS. If you use Photoshop
Elements 6, drag the file to C:\PRO-
GRAM FILES\ADOBE\PHOTOSHOP
ELEMENTS 6.0\PLUG-INS\FILE
FORMATS. If you use Adobe Pre-
miere Elements 3, drag the file to
C:\PROGRAM FILES\ADOBE\ADO-
BE PREMIERE ELEMENTS 3.0\
PLUG-INS\COMMON\PSA. If you
use Adobe Premiere Elements 4, drag
the file to C:\PROGRAM FILES\
ADOBE\ADOBE PREMIERE ELE-
MENTS 4.0\PLUG-INS\COMMON\
PSA. Start the program with which 
you use the plug-in. (If thumbnail 
images don’t appear properly in Adobe 
Bridge, click Tools, Cache, and Purge 
Central Cache.) 

wwwwww..aaddoobbee..ccoomm

Mozilla Firefox 2.0.0.14 

Problem: After installing a pre-
vious Firefox update, some users
noted stability problems in Firefox,
in which the program would crash
during JavaScript garbage collection. 

Solution: Download and install
the latest Firefox update (Version
2.0.0.14) by going to www.mozilla
.com. Click the large green Down-
load Firefox - Free button. When
prompted, choose to save the file to
your hard drive. After the file has
downloaded, locate it and double-
click it to launch the installer. After
the installation is complete, restart
your computer. 

wwwwww..mmoozziillllaa..ccoomm
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Update For Windows Vista

Problem: Microsoft has identi-
fied a number of program compat-
ibility problems in Vista. 

Solution: Download and install
an update that improves the com-
patibility of Vista with other soft-
ware. Go to support.microsoft
.com and type KB947562 in the
Search field and press ENTER.
Click the May 2008 Windows 
Vista And Windows Server 2008
Application Compatibility Update
link. On the resulting page, click
the Update Information link. Then
click the Download The Update
For Windows Vista Package Now
link. This will take you to the
download page for the update. In
order to download this update,
you must first verify that you have
a genuine copy of Vista. To do
this, click the Continue button in
the gold Verification Required
box. Follow the instructions on the
screen to complete the verification
process. Once Microsoft has con-
firmed that you have a legal copy
of Vista, you will again see the
download page, except this time
there will be a Download button
where there was a Continue but-
ton earlier. Click the Download
button. When prompted, choose
to save the file named Win-
dows6.0-KB947562-x86.msu to
your hard drive. After the down-
load is complete, locate the file and
double-click it to open the in-
staller. Follow any instructions on
the screen and then restart your
computer when the installation 
is complete. 

ssuuppppoorrtt..mmiiccrroossoofftt..ccoomm
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Need help with your hardware or software? Looking for simple 
explanations on technical subjects? Send us your questions!
Get straight answers to your technical questions from Smart Computing. Send your questions,

along with a phone and/or fax number, so we can call you if necessary, to: Smart Computing
Q&A, P.O. Box 85380, Lincoln, NE 68501, or email us at q&a@smartcomputing.com. Please in-

clude all version numbers for the software about which you’re inquiring, operating system infor-

mation, and any relevant information about your system. (Volume prohibits individual replies.)

QQ I’ve asked this question on every
board/forum that is affiliated with the

iPod. Please tell me how to set iTunes 7 Cover
Flow as my default view.

AA It isn’t clear from your question wheth-
er you wish to enable Cover Flow for

your computer or for an iPod. All current
iPods (except the iPod shuffle, of course)
support (and default to) Cover Flow for dis-
playing your media collections. If you wish

to browse iTunes on your computer in Cover
Flow mode, launch iTunes, and select Music
from underneath Library. In the upper right-
hand corner there is an array of three but-
tons above View. Each of these buttons
modifies how your music (or other media
collection) is displayed. The first button dis-
plays them in a list, the second grouped with
artwork, and the third enables Cover Flow.
iTunes will remember which button you se-
lect when it launches.

QQ In my home, I have a wired network
combined with wireless access. We have

two computers with Ethernet cables: one with
Windows XP SP2 (Service Pack 2) and one with
Linux Ubuntu 7.10. I also have a Toshiba
laptop running Windows Vista, with a wireless
connection to the Netgear WBG511 router. The
router is connected to a cable modem supplied
by my ISP (Internet service provider).

This setup works pretty well, but the prob-
lem is that the cable modem is located far
from the cable outlet. We have an Ethernet
cable from the modem to the location of the
router in a different room. This cable is
stretched on the floor, which is not a good or
convenient solution.

I would like to have a wireless connection
to the router and place the modem close to
the cable outlet location. That way we get rid
of the ugly cable on the floor. This wireless
connection will need to provide fast transfers
because we use the computers for video calls.

AA You have several options for achieving
your goal. The conventional option

would be to add a second wireless access point
as a repeater; this would simply extend your
wireless network so that you could position
your wireless router closer to the cable
modem. The only downside to this would be a

little added complexity in configuring the Wi-
Fi network so your Toshiba notebook could
seamlessly move between access points.
Netgear’s WGX102 Wireless Range Extender
($89.99; www.netgear.com) would be a good
fit with your existing system.

The second option would be to use one of
the many powerline networking systems.
These devices carry an Ethernet signal
through your electrical lines. The system
consists of two (or more) adapters that plug
into an electrical outlet and then into your
computers with an Ethernet cable. With a
powerline system, you could reposition your
Netgear router near the cable modem and
then use powerline adapters to connect your
WinXP and Ubuntu computers to the
router. Netgear’s XE103G ($129.99) has
connection speeds up to 85Mbps (megabits
per second).

Finally, you might consider simply in-
stalling wireless adapters in your WinXP and
Ubuntu computers. Wireless adapters have
dropped in price, and ones such as the
Netgear WG311 ($49.99) are well-supported
in both WinXP and Ubuntu.

Our recommendation is always to follow
the keep-it-simple principle. In your case, we
would recommend migrating to an all-wire-
less network. This would be more affordable

MMuullttiimmeeddiiaa
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QQ I have WinXP and use Norton System-
Works. There is an icon on my Desktop

that says “Norton Protected Recycle Bin.”
When I right-click it, I get a screen that says
“Empty Norton Protected Files.” When I click
it, a Norton Protection screen comes up with
the options Purge Yours and Purge All. It
shows the total number of files. When I click
Purge All, it removes the files. Exactly what
am I doing when I do that? What are pro-
tected files? Will doing this cause any harm?

AA The Norton Protected Recycle Bin is a
feature of SystemWorks designed to pro-

tect the user from accidentally deleting an im-
portant file. When you install System Works,
it modifies the Recycle Bin on your Desktop.
When you “delete” a file by either dragging it
to the Recycle Bin or right-clicking and se-
lecting Delete, it’s copied into the Norton
Protected Recycle Bin. 

When you attempt to empty the Recycle
Bin, you will see the options Purge Yours and
Purge All. Purge Yours will remove the pro-
tected files for the currently logged-in user.
Purge All will remove the protected files for
all of the users on the computer.  

Although the Protected Recycle Bin can help
prevent a user from inadvertently deleting im-
portant files, it has some drawbacks. The pri-
mary one is that hard drive space can be used
when you think you’ve deleted a file. Also, most
antivirus software programs skip the Protected
Recycle Bin, so you could end up keeping a bad
file around without knowing it.

If you want to disable the Protected Recycle
Bin, right-click the Recycle Bin and select
Properties. Next select the Global tab and click
Use One Setting For All Drives. On the Recycle
Bin tab, click Standard Recycle Bin. Next click
the Norton Protection tab, select your hard
drive, and uncheck Enable Protection.

QQ I have noticed several annoying and con-
fusing links on Web pages recently. These

links have two lines (instead of one line) under-
neath them, and when your pointer hovers over
the link, an image pops up for an advertise-
ment. Is there any way to block these?

AAThe industry term for these types of ads
are Vibrant ads, because Vibrant Media is

one of the pioneers of this technology. The al-
lure of a Vibrant ad for companies and Web
sites is that they are in-text or “keyword.” This
means that they don’t disrupt the layout of a
Web page. They also bypass most pop-up
blockers. For advertisers, this is a wonderful
thing because it means more users see the ads.
For users, it’s yet another variation on the old
“whack a mole” pop-up problem that plagued
the Internet for years.

Most of these ads rely on your browser’s
JavaScript functionality. You can disable
JavaScript, but we don’t recommend it, as many
Web sites rely on it for other reasons. Fortu-
nately, there are ways to block these pop-ups
without compromising your surfing experience.

If you’re using Internet Explorer 7, the easiest
way to protect yourself is to download and in-
stall IE7Pro (www.ie7pro.com). This free add-
on for IE7 has numerous features to improve
upon IE7. To block the pop-ups, select IE7Pro
Preferences and then select Ad Blocker. In the
Rule field, type intellitxt and click Add. Click
OK to close the Preferences window, and those
pesky ads will now be blocked.

For Firefox users, Adblock Plus (tinyurl
.com/4kcv9s) is a free add-on that can block
Vibrant ads. You’ll need to install the EasyList
and EasyElement filters (tinyurl.com/ykythk).

than adopting a powerline system and easier
to manage and configure than integrating a
second wireless access point into your system.
The only downside is that your network
speed might drop compared to a wired

Ethernet network. However, your biggest net-
work bottleneck is probably your cable
modem, and whichever option you choose
will likely have more network bandwidth
than your ISP is providing to you. 

OOnnlliinnee

UUttiilliittiieess
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Frequently AskedQuestions

TECH SUPPORT
FAQ

FAQ How can I upgrade my PC to
handle Gigabit Ethernet? Can I

implement Gigabit Ethernet over wireless?
Traditional Ethernet networks run at

10Mbps (megabits per second) or 100Mbps
and are normally dubbed “10/100.” This is fine
for simple file transfers but is inadequate for
working with today’s rich media, such as
streaming audio/video and other data-intensive
tasks. Upgrading to GbE (Gigabit Ethernet)
overcomes many of the speed barriers of
modern wired networks. You’ll often see
Gigabit Ethernet technology called “GigE” 
or denoted as 1,000Mbps. Because it’s back-
ward compatible with previous speeds, you 
will normally see a GbE port marked as “10/
100/1000Mbps Ethernet.”

It’s important to note that Gigabit Ethernet
is a wired network technology only. Wireless
technologies, such as the IEEE 802.11n draft
standard, currently top out at about 270 to
300Mbps. This is far faster than previous wire-
less technologies but still only about one-third
the speed (bandwidth) of GbE.

A wide variety of desktop PCs today in-
clude a Gigabit Ethernet port. You can tell if
your PC has a GbE port by checking the
system documentation and network connec-
tion details, which will indicate the port
type. If your system has a GbE port, you do
not need to take any action at all—your PC
is ready to implement Gigabit Ethernet.
However, older or budget PCs can easily be
upgraded to GbE by replacing the older NIC
(network interface card) with a new GbE
NIC, or by disabling the older Ethernet port
on the motherboard and adding a new GbE
NIC. Network cards typically do not tax PC
resources as new video or audio cards do, so
system requirements for a GbE card are
quite light. Just be sure to follow the manu-
facturer’s specific recommendations for dis-
abling the old port and installing the new
card and drivers.

FAQ Do I need to upgrade my hub or
router or any other part of my

network when moving to Gigabit Ethernet? Is
my current cabling OK?

Any network link is only as fast as its slowest
part. In order for your Gigabit Ethernet port to
work at full speed, you must be sure that any
hardware back to your broadband router or net-
work switch can support GbE, as well. Many
routers include several switch ports to accept di-
rect connections from PCs or other networking
devices, so make sure that at least one of those
ports is rated for Gigabit Ethernet (a 10/100/
1000 port). If the PC connects to the router
through a hub or other devices, each of those
should also support GbE ports. Otherwise, the
entire link will drop back to 100Mbps.

Gigabit Ethernet will work with standard
CAT 5 (Category 5) cabling, so chances are
that your current cabling will work. Check the
cabling—it’s probably marked “Cat5” along
the plastic sheathing. If you are using older or
damaged cabling, consider replacing those
lengths with new CAT 5 cable segments avail-
able from any retail electronics store.

FAQ How can I tell if the upgrade 
to Gigabit Ethernet affects my

Internet send/receive speeds?
You should see upload/download speed im-
provements when upgrading to Gigabit
Ethernet, but they’re difficult to quantify un-
less you look at the “before and after” pic-
ture. Before you upgrade to GbE, visit a
bandwidth measurement Web site such as
Bandwidth.com (www.bandwidth.com/tools
/speedTest) and run the test to see your up-
load/download speeds. Write those numbers
down. Repeat the test after you upgrade 
to GbE and compare numbers. You should
see modest improvements to both num-
bers. If not, you may need to upgrade other 
hardware in your network, such as the router
or hub. ❙❙

Answers to users’ most common questions about Gigabit Ethernet

Any network link

is only as fast as

its slowest part. In

order for your

Gigabit Ethernet

port to work at full

speed, you must

be sure that any

hardware back to

your broadband

router or network

switch can support

GbE, as well.
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AA  lloonngg  ttiimmee  aaggoo,,  II  ppuurrcchhaasseedd  PPaappeerrPPoorrtt  vveerrssiioonn  77..
OOvveerr  tthhee  yyeeaarrss,,  II  hhaavvee  uuppggrraaddeedd  ttoo  vveerrssiioonn  1100..  II
uusseedd  iitt  aatt  hhoommee  oonn  oonnee  ccoommppuutteerr  ffoorr  ffoouurr  oorr  ffiivvee
yyeeaarrss  bbeeffoorree  ppuurrcchhaassiinngg  aannootthheerr  ccoommppuutteerr..  II  tthheenn
uunniinnssttaalllleedd  iitt  ffrroomm  tthhee  oolldd  ccoommppuutteerr  aanndd  aatttteemmpptt--
eedd  ttoo  rreeiinnssttaallll  iitt  oonn  tthhee  nneeww  ccoommppuutteerr,,  oonnllyy  ttoo  ffiinndd
tthhaatt  iitt  iiss  nnoott  ffuullllyy  ffuunnccttiioonnaall..  PPaappeerrPPoorrtt  1100  ccoommeess
wwiitthh  PPDDFF  CCrreeaattee  22..  PPaappeerrPPoorrtt  1100  wwoorrkkss  ffiinnee,,  bbuutt  II
ggeett  aann  eerrrroorr  mmeessssaaggee  wwhheenn  II  ttrryy  ttoo  uussee  PPDDFF  CCrreeaattee
22..  TThhee  mmeessssaaggee  iinnddiiccaatteess  II  hhaavvee  aallrreeaaddyy  aaccttiivvaatteedd
PPDDFF  CCrreeaattee  22,,  ssoo  II  ccaann’’tt  ddoo  iitt  aaggaaiinn..  II  ccoonnttaacctteedd
NNuuaannccee’’ss  ccuussttoommeerr  sseerrvviiccee  aanndd  wwaass  ttoolldd  tthhaatt  II  hhaadd
ttoo  sseenndd  aa  pphhoottooccooppyy  ooff  tthhee  ccoovveerr  ooff  tthhee  oorriiggiinnaall
ssooffttwwaarree  oorr  tthhee  ppuurrcchhaassee  iinnvvooiiccee..  UUnnffoorrttuunnaatteellyy,,  II
oonnllyy  hhaavvee  tthhee  bbaacckkuupp  ccooppyy  ooff  tthhee  iinnssttaallllaattiioonn  ddiisscc
bbeeccaauussee  II’’vvee  mmoovveedd  ttwwiiccee  aanndd  hhaavvee  mmiissppllaacceedd  tthhee
oorriiggiinnaall  ddiissccss..  LLooccaattiinngg  aann  iinnvvooiiccee  tthhaatt  iiss  aatt  lleeaasstt
ffiivvee  yyeeaarrss  oolldd  iiss  ddiiffffiiccuulltt,,  aass  wweellll..  II  hhaavvee  bbeeeenn  aa  ggoooodd
ccuussttoommeerr  ffoorr  NNuuaannccee  aanndd  hhaavvee  rreeccoommmmeennddeedd  tthhee

ssooffttwwaarree  aa  nnuummbbeerr  ooff  ttiimmeess..  MMaayybbee  iiff  yyoouu  ccoonn--
ttaacctt  tthheemm,,  tthheeyy  mmiigghhtt  bbee  aabbllee  ttoo  hheellpp..  

DDoonn  RRuusssseellll

SSeeaattttllee,,  WWaasshh..

Within a couple hours of
contacting Nuance, Erica Hill,

senior manager of corporate
communications, personally apol-

ogized to Don for the trouble he 
experienced and offered him a free copy

of OmniPage Professional 16, PaperPort
Professional 11, or PDF Converter Profes-
sional 5 as a token of apology. After Don
chose PaperPort Professional 11, Erica had it
shipped out with overnight delivery. Erica
mentioned that while Nuance needs to 
protect itself in terms of software licenses,
Don legitimately needed assistance and 
ran into a problem. As she put it, “The com-
pany doesn’t want even one customer to 
feel abandoned.”

LLaasstt  yyeeaarr,,  II  ppuurrcchhaasseedd  aann  HHPP  wwiirreelleessss  kkeeyybbooaarrdd
wwiitthh  mmoouussee..  IItt  wwoorrkkeedd  wweellll  ffoorr  tthhrreeee  mmoonntthhss,,  aanndd
tthheenn  tthhee  lleetttteerriinngg  oonn  tthhee  kkeeyyss  bbeeggaann  ttoo  ddiissaappppeeaarr..
AAfftteerr  ffoouurr  mmoonntthhss  ooff  uussee,,  II  hhaadd  ffoouurr  ccoommpplleetteellyy
bbllaacckk  kkeeyyss  wwiitthh  ssiixx  ootthheerr  lleetttteerrss  wweeaarriinngg  aawwaayy
qquuiicckkllyy..  II  ccaalllleedd  tthhee  HHPP  ssuuppppoorrtt  nnuummbbeerr  lliisstteedd  oonn
tthhee  bbooxx  aanndd  wwaass  ttoolldd  tthhee  lleetttteerriinngg  wwaass  nnoott  uunnddeerr
aannyy  wwaarrrraannttyy  bbeeccaauussee  ccoossmmeettiicc  eeffffeeccttss  aarree  nnoott
uunnddeerr  wwaarrrraannttyy..  II  aasskkeedd  ttoo  ssppeeaakk  ttoo  hhiiss  ssuuppeerrvviissoorr,,
aanndd  hhee  ttoolldd  mmee  tthhee  ssaammee  tthhiinngg..

SSeevveerraall  mmoonntthhss  llaatteerr,,  II  ffoouunndd  aannootthheerr  HHPP  nnuumm--
bbeerr  aanndd  ccaalllleedd  iitt..  BByy  tthheenn  mmyy  kkeeyybbooaarrdd  wwaass  nniinnee
mmoonntthhss  oolldd,,  1111  lleetttteerrss  wweerree  ttoottaallllyy  ggoonnee,,  aanndd  ootthh--
eerrss  wweerree  ppaarrttiiaallllyy  tthheerree..  DDuurriinngg  tthhiiss  ccaallll,,  II  wwaass  ttoolldd
tthhee  wwaarrrraannttyy  hhaadd  eexxppiirreedd..  II  mmeennttiioonneedd  tthhaatt  II  ssttiillll
hhaadd  tthhee  ssaalleess  rreecceeiipptt  aanndd  tthhaatt  tthhee  kkeeyybbooaarrdd  wwaass
oonnllyy  nniinnee  mmoonntthhss  oolldd,,  bbuutt  sshhee  ssaaiidd  tthhaatt  tthhee  wwaarr--
rraannttyy  wwaass  oouutt  aaccccoorrddiinngg  ttoo  tthhee  sseerriiaall  nnuummbbeerr  oonn
tthhee  kkeeyybbooaarrdd..

NNaammee  aanndd  llooccaattiioonn  wwiitthhhheelldd..

While we understand a scratch or dent on
a product caused by a customer would con-
stitute cosmetic damage, we’d call this situa-
tion something other than “cosmetic.” As 
a result ,  we contacted HP. Within one 
day, Ann Finnie from HP offered to send our
reader a newer-model keyboard and mouse.
(She couldn’t send the same model because
the original product is at the end of its life
cycle.) In addition, HP researched support
calls for the reader’s original product and
didn’t find other customers experiencing 
this issue, so the issue appears isolated.
Nevertheless, Ann assured us that HP is
working to clarify the warranty expectations
with respect to cosmetic effects and that 
HP endeavors to provide a positive sup-
port experience for the customer and to 
resolve issues in a timely manner to the 
customers’ satisfaction. ❙❙

Are you having trouble

finding a product or 

getting adequate service

from a manufacturer? If

so, we want to help solve

your problem. Send us 

a description of the

product you’re seeking or

the problem you’re having

with customer service. In

billing disputes, include

relevant information

(such as account numbers

or screen names for online

services) and photocopies

of checks. Include your

phone number in case we

need to contact you. 

Letters may be edited for

length and clarity; 

volume prohibits 

individual replies.

WWrriittee  ttoo::  

AAccttiioonn  EEddiittoorr

PP..OO..  BBooxx  8855338800  

LLiinnccoollnn,,  NNEE  6688550011--55338800

Or send eemmaaiill to:

aaccttiioonneeddiittoorr@@ssmmaarrtt

ccoommppuuttiinngg..ccoomm

Or ffaaxx us at:

((440022))  447799--22110044

ACTION EDITOR

Resolving Issues With Software
Licensing & A Blank Keyboard
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To Err Is Human

Gregory Anderson is a regular contributor to Smart Computing
and several other technology publications. He keeps a sharp eye (with
the help of thick glasses) on computing trends and enjoys working
with geeks of all stripes—most of the time. Air your error fare at 
gregory-anderson@smartcomputing.com.

search for your message—you’ll often turn up all kinds of
great nuggets when Web sites don’t provide definitive an-
swers. When judging search results, give more credence to
manufacturer’s Web sites and technology sites you’re fa-
miliar with (such as Smart Computing). You can follow
long rabbit holes on anonymous “experts” forums, and

sometimes you have to go that route, but try to follow
the simplest advice first.

The next place I check is the support
site for the software manufacturer in

question. I’ve often found that,
my profession notwithstanding,

it’s much easier and faster to
go online and find the an-

swer on a company’s sup-
port site than to call its
help desk. For one thing,
you don’t have to sit on
hold—you can get
started right away. For
another, you can browse
and search for informa-

tion in whatever way
makes the most sense to

you, rather than walking
through someone else’s sup-

port script. Try searching for
your exact error message, in case

its support pages aren’t included in
search results. You may have more

luck searching for your specific product
and model. Browse the FAQs, read the manual

(usually available in PDF (Portable Document Format), all
the better to save and refer to later), and pick up any
patches or updates while you’re at it. Unless you’re using
an obscure program, or unless it’s an incredibly amateur
outfit, you’re not the only person to see that error. 

You won’t be able to figure out every error message
that you receive, and sometimes you’ll still need help
from a real live person. But if you can figure out error
messages, you’ll at least spend less of your time on hold
and waiting for someone like me to say, “Works for me—
must be your machine.” ❙❙

BBYY GGRREEGGOORRYY AANNDDEERRSSOONN

I
’ve had a few tech support jobs over the years. I’ve
supported office applications, email programs, main-
frame systems, e-learning curriculum, and insurance

products. I’ve seen both sides of plenty of error messages
and occasionally been the bearer of bad news: “It works for
me, so it’s not our system—must be your computer.” I
know that it sounds like passing the buck, and some-
times it is, but we really do try (most of the
time) to diagnose error messages as real
problems with the program you’re
running. If you can take a proac-
tive approach to figuring out
what error messages mean,
you can often avoid having
to deal with people like me.
If only my customers (and
my wife) had it so easy.

The first thing you can
do to diagnose error
messages, in any appli-
cation, is to read the
darn things. Cryptic or
unintentionally frus-
trating error messages are
legendary (PC Load
Letter?), but many error
messages are actually quite de-
scriptive. “No keyboard de-
tected, press F1 to continue” is fun
to joke about, but I’ll bet you can
figure out what’s wrong when you see it. I
know it sounds silly, but I’m always amazed at
how often I’m called to figure out a problem whose solu-
tion is staring out from the screen. In the same way that
we support folks treat “reboot first” as a truism, there are a
few error assumptions you can almost always make.
Anything talking about “memory” probably requires you
to close out other programs and then try again. Errors
about specific devices will often go away if you simply re-
boot (or reconnect) the device. Errors on Web pages often
disappear with a simple refresh. And, of course, when in
doubt: reboot.

Even when the meaning of an error isn’t obvious, you
still have options. My first and favorite resource in these
situations is Google. Just head to www.google.com and
type in the text of any error message with quotes on either
end. Even something such as “Script Error: URL: res://C:\
PROGRAM FILES\Norton Internet Security\” will yield a
pretty clear answer from dozens of Web sites. Don’t for-
get about Google Groups. Go to groups.google.com and
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N95 8GB
$750  l Nokia  l www.nokia.com

Smartphones incorporate the functions of many devices (a

cell phone, PDA, music player, camera, etc.) into a single,

handheld unit. As with many converged devices, however,

there are often trade-offs in terms of functionality. The

Nokia N95 8GB overcomes many of those trade-offs. The

phone’s 5MP (megapixel) camera took good-quality

photos, though some lighting conditions yielded signifi-

cantly better photos than others did. I also like that this

phone isn’t much larger than the phone I currently carry.

The price of the N95 8GB will deter some, but when you

consider that this single device can function as a cell phone,

camera, organizer, GPS navigation system, music player,

portable gaming device, and portable storage drive, you’re

getting a lot of functionality for the money. ❙

by Jennifer Johnson

nüvi 250
$267.84  l Garmin  l buy.garmin.com

Garmin’s nüvi 250 isn’t the cheapest GPS (global positioning system) unit on the block, but

it is portable (and pocketable), thanks to its small, slim design. The nüvi 250’s bright screen

displays your route, lists nearby POIs (points of interest), and indicates the time you’ll arrive

at your destination. Unlike some older GPS units I’ve used, the nüvi 250 has a strident (and

adjustable) speaker that I can easily hear over the car’s radio. This model’s voice doesn’t say

street names, but it tells you when to turn. It’s a very handy navigation tool. ❙

by Joshua Gulick

iGo powerXtender
$15.99  l Mobility Electronics  l www.igo.com 

A dead mobile phone battery is a nuisance in most situations, but it can be a serious problem during

an emergency—particularly because pay phones are so hard to come by these days. If you want to

back up your phone’s battery power, check out this nifty charger. It uses two regular AA batteries to

recharge your phone or other electronic device. Don’t forget to buy a Power Tip (usually $9.99) for

each of the devices you’ll need to power. The Power Tip is a small adapter that connects the iGo

powerXtender to your device. Because the iGo powerXtender is so small and light, I often forgot the

charger was in my pocket—until I needed it. ❙

by Joshua Gulick

Trips and Pics 
$99.95  l Pharos  l www.pharosgps.com

I like to take lots of pictures while on vacation. The problem

is, I often have a hard time remembering exactly where I

took those pictures when I return home. A simple way to

avoid this confusion is with Pharos’ Trips and Pics, a combi-

nation of a GPS receiver and software. While on vacation,

you simply power on the receiver to create a log of places

you’ve visited. After returning home, up-

load the log to the Trips and Pics

software. The software will then

match the timestamp on your

photos with the log informa-

tion. Within minutes of

uploading a few test pic-

tures, I was viewing 

a Google Earth map

speckled with camera

icons to denote the loca-

tions where I took pictures.

Clicking any of the icons displayed

photos I took at that location. ❙

by Jennifer Johnson

O V A T I O N Each month, the Smart Computing staff gets to work with all kinds of new computing and con-

sumer electronics products. Here are some of the favorite items that recently crossed our desks. 
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